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Preface 



Ahunter can see a buffalo, smell, taste, and touch a buffalo when the 
buffalo is completly inert, even dead, but if he hears a buffalo he had 
better watch out: something is going on. In this sense, all sound, and 
especially oral utterance, which comes from inside living organisms, 
is **dynamic.'* 

—Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: 
The Technologizing of the Word 

The purpose of this collection of essays is to show how the social and cogni- 
tive interaction between students and teachers in writing conferences can 
promote the engagement of the higher-order thinking skills that students 
need to fulfill college writing requirements. 

The idea for this book began rather simply : we decided to collect the best 
of the presentations made at East Central Writing Centers Association 
(ECWCA) conferences during its first ten years. Earlier versions of all ten 
essays in this collection have appeared previously in ECWCA conference 
proceedings, but we felt that a single volume would make these essays ac- 
cessible to classroom teachers who face particular problems with students, 
such as those which inspired the investigations gathered here. 

We determined to select those essays which address two fertile questions 
that underlie productive discussions of the conference approach to the teach- 
ing of writing: First, how do conferences between students and teachers 
actually work to foster growth in writing skills? Our review of the literature 
indicated that this topic has not yet received the attention that it deserves, 
and we feel that we have selected essays that do make a contribution to this 
field. And then a companion question arises: How can the teacher give con- 
trol of the writing and of the conference itself to the writer in such a way that 
higher-order thinking is activated? These essays offer strategies that teach- 
ers can use to restrict their own exercise of power and to give students a 
greater share of responsibility in writing conferences. 
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Preface 



**Promoting Higher-Order Thinking Skills in Writing Conferences,^ the 
general intrcxluction to the book, provides background on research in indi- 
vidualized instructicxi, higher-order thinking, interaction between novices 
and experts, and characteristics of productive dialogue during writing con- 
ferences. The essays are grouped in three secticxis, which correspond to three 
primary features of instruction in higher-order thinking skills as they apply 
to the writing conference. The essays in section two, "Social Strategies: 
Building a Collaborative Relationship," focus on the powerful role that so- 
cial interaction plays in human learning. In section three, **Cognitive Strate- 
gies: Engaging Students in the Activities of Expert Writers," the chapters 
demonstrate how teachers can use conferences to assist novice writen^^ iji 
mastering the expert habits of thought and practice that they will need in 
order to move from simply reporting or telling to transforming or creating 
knowledge. In section four, "Students Emerge as Independent Writers," the 
essays assert that direct instruction or attention to lower-order concerns may 
impede students and that higher-order thinking is the appropriate activity in 
writing conferences because it speeds writers' progress toward independent 
growth. 

We wish to express heartfelt thanks to the East Central Writing Centers 
Association, which generously provided funds for copying and assembling 
the papers at the beginning of this endeavor, and to the members of its ex- 
ecutive board, who made helpful comments and suggestions of the sort that 
are essential to writers. 

In preparing a collection from a resource as rich as ten years of confer- 
ence proceedings, one encounters many wonderful essays which deserve 
wider recognition; in the interests of preparing a concise, coherent text we 
have had to omit some excellent work. We must take full responsibility for 
such omissions, knowing the impossibility that we can fully appreciate ev- 
ery work or that one book can hold everything. 
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1 Promoting Higher-Order Tliinking 
Skills in Writing Conferences 



Thomas Flynn 

Ohio University — Eastern 

In this collection of essays we are contending that attention to the social and 
the cognitive aspects^of writing conferences will enable teachers to use this 
pedagogy more critically, more productively. Writing center theorists such 
as Kenneth Bruffee, J. Trimbur, and Muriel Harris have made valuable con- 
tributions by focusing primarily on the social aspect of this pedagogy. But 
this perspective needs to be complemented by an awareness of the cognitive 
component of the tutorial as well 

For the last two decades, cognitive science has studied tutorials in order 
to build learning systems (Clancey 1982; Lepper and Chabay 1988; Ohlsson 
1986; Sleeman 1982). The findings of researchers in this field have shed 
light on all applications of tutorials. It appears that the strength of the tutorial 
for promoting higher-order skills arises from three sources: the attention to 
cognitive skills, the social setting, and the instructional flexibility that it of- 
fers to the novice/student and the expert/tutor (Collins, Brown, and Newman 
1989; Scardamalia and Bereiter 1985; Lajoie and Lesgold 1989). Appreci- 
ating the operation of these three elements in the writing conference will 
help us make it more effective and perhaps more commonly used. The es- 
says collected here were selected because they show the sociocognitive as- 
pects of the writing conference in operation. TTiis introduction addresses the 
current perception of the writing conference and then, by examining an ex- 
tended series of writing conferences, shows the role of cognitive and social 
factors in the success of that instruction. TTiis approach contrasts with the 
usual practice within writing conference research of focusing on the social 
setting and dynamics. The work of theorists in this area (Bruffee 1986; 
Trimbur 1987; North 1987; Harris 1986; Reigstad and McAndrew 1984) 
has been fruitful and has elucidated some of the salient features of the writ- 
ing conference: 



4 



Thomas Flynn 



• The student controls the direction of the learning. 

• The focus of the session is on the student's writing skills, not on the 
text at hand. 

• The short-term goal is to equip the student with the skills to surmount 
the difficulties that brought her or him to the writing center. 

• The long-term goal is to enable the student to function independently 
when confronted with the writing tasks assigned in college (that is, to 
make the student a better writer). 

These points describe an instructional process directed toward revealing and 
meeting the individual's needs. Intuitively, cMie might feel that conferencing 
ought to be an essential tool in writing instruction. But despite the recom- 
mendations of Garrison ( 1974), Graves ( 1983), and Murray ( 1968), the writ- 
ing conference is not accepted as a central part of the curriculum for most 
teachers (Barker 1988). 

Key among the factors that work against the acceptance of the writing 
conference are the limited research on this pedagogy, the more practical 
difficulty of spending adequate time with each student, and the lack of infor- 
mation on how best to use the time available. Despite the general restric- 
tions on the amount of research on conferencing, some groundbreaking 
insights have been emanating from Sarah Warshauer Freedman and her as- 
sociates (Freedman and Katz 1987; Freedman and Speriing 1985; Free^l- 
man 1987; Speriing 1990; Walker and Elias 1987). 

These valuable efforts in the dynamics of the writing conference, how- 
ever, have not been complemented by research on the comparative effec- 
tiveness of conferences and other modes of instruction. As a result, the few 
comparative studies of the writing conference have assumed disproportion- 
ate importance. Within composition studies, the strongest research-based 
argument against conferencing is a direct product of this neglect In his < tz- 
analysis of instructional modes, George Hillocks places conferences or tuto- 
rials under the category of "Individualized Mode of Instruction," which he 
broadly defines as that in which students "receive instruction through tutori- 
als, programmed materials . . . , or a combination of the two" (1986, 126). 
As defined in this fashion, individualized instruction does not produce im- 
provements significantly stronger than those achieved in the regular class- 
room. 

Hillocks developed his conclusion using meta-analysis, a p>owerful 
research tool that permits the construction of wide-ranging findings by dis- 
tilling common elements from many diverse research projects. At times. 
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however, this procedare can yield unreliable r^lts, as it has in this instance. 
ITie writing conference made a poor showing in Hillocks's analysis because 
few well*<x>nstructed investigations have been made on this pedagogy and 
because it was inappropriately categorized. The broad category of "Indi- 
vidualized Mode of Instruction" in which Hillocks placed the writing con- 
ference also contained much less effective modes of instruction, such as 
drill-and-review computer programs. 

The second cause of the poor showing of ccMiferences in Hillocks's analysis 
was that in 1986 Hillocks could find only one study that made full use of the 
resources of the writing conference (D. L Smith 1974; cited in Hillocks 1986), 
In this study instructors worked with individual students to plan, oiiganize, 
draft, analyze, rewrite, and evaluate papers, / Jthough this process conforms 
more closely to the accepted notions of individualized instruction than the 
other studies that Hillocks surveyed, he felt compelled to drop this project 
from his analysis because it produced such strong improvement in student 
writing skills. If he had included it in the overall project, it would have dis- 
torted the survey's statistical validity (Hillocks 1986, 127), The practice in 
research of discounting extremes is designed to protect the core of the data 
from the influence of aberrant bindings. In the interests of producing a com- 
prehensive review of instructicr.al methods. Hillocks was forced to turn to 
other, less conventional applications of the tutorial. Hillocks righdy notes 
serious flaws in these studies: in most of these projects the instructional pro- 
cess was not modified to take full advantage of the possibilities provided by 
interaction between a skilled teacher and a student. Instead, students were 
put through the regular curriculum one at a time. Their individual needs 
were not assessed, nor were instructional strategies constructed to meet their 
needs. Therefore, Hillocks's findings that individualized instruction is no 
more effective than regular classroom instruction are valid for situations 
where the only variable is the number of students undergoing instruction. 

But it would be a serious oversight to assume that this evaluation applies 
to the work of expert tutors who possess a full array of instructional and 
interpersonal skillr and who can shape them to the needs of an individual. 
Hillocks's dilemma — whether to publish conclusions on the basis of results 
from poorly designed studies or to ignore an important instructional method — 
forcefully shows the ham done by the neglect of the writing conference and 
emphasizes the need to determine the effectiveness of tutorials that take full 
advantage of the resources offered by one-to-one spontaneous interaction 
between a novice '.nd an expert. 
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Fortunately, although further study needs to be carried out on the com- 
parative benefits of the writing conference, the work on the theoretical as- 
pects of the writing conference has been progressing well. Indirectly the 
writing conference has benefited from interest in the social construction of 
knowledge demonstrated by theorists such as Kenneth Bnrffee and J. Trimbur, 
Assimilating information from diverse sources such as philosophers like 
Richard Rorty, anthropologists like Clifford Geertz, and educators like Paolo 
Freire, Bruflfee, and Trimbur has made a strong case that the interaction 
between individuals can create knowledge and develop skills more effec- 
tively than reading or attending lectures. While this insight into the role of 
the social construction of knowledge could readily be applied to writing 
conferences between student and teacher, thus far the chief beneficiary has 
been the peer group, which makes obvious and dramatic use of social inter- 
action. The writing conference, though offering similar social benefits and 
increased instructional advantages, has not yet experienced a similar en- 
hancement. 

Interdisciplinary Contributions to Understanding Conferences 

The scant attention paid to the writing conference by composition theory 
and research has been offset by work within cognitive science and educa- 
tional psychology. In these areas tutorials are begiruiing to be recognized as 
one of the most effective methods for instructing students in higher-order 
thinking skills, such as advanced literacy. Lauren ResnicV/s definition of 
higher-order thinking skills clarifies some aspects of writing instruction and 
indirectly makes the case for the value of tutorial instruction in this field. 
Resnick's key points are summarized below: 

• Highei-order thinking often yields multiple solutions, each with costs 
and benefits, rather than unique solutions. 

• Higher-order thinking often involves uncertainty. Not everything that 
bears on the task at hand is known. 

• Higher-order thinking involves self-regulation of the thinking process. 
An individual cannot engage in higher-order thinking when someone 
else "calls the plays" at every step. 

• Higher-order thinking involves imposing meaning, finding structure 
in apparent disorder. 
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• Higher-order thinking is effortfuL There is considerable mental work 
involved in the kinds of elaborations and judg. aent required ( 1987, 3). 

As this definition points out, writing, like other higher-order skills, is a 
strenuous, risky attempt by an individual to impose meaning on a situation 
that demands that he or she speak out. Invariably, I am reminded of Resnick's 
description of higher-order thinking when students speak with me about their 
writing: "I don't know what to do — I could use this material in my introduc- 
tion, or I could save it for the conclusion" (multiple solutions); "I have all 
this research, but I haven't figured out what it adds up to" (uncertainty); 
"This is really difficult — I have written this section over three times, and I 
still am not satisfied with it" (self-regulation). Unfortunately, in many courses 
our students are not confronted with challenges as complex as these. Conse- 
quently, they lack the past experience, the role models, the schemas, the 
strategies, and the heuristics for solving these challenges. The writing con- 
ference between novice and expert provides strong benefits for this type of 
learning. 

A review of the literature on higher-order thinking skills suggests that 
instruction in this area has three primary features: 

1. Itis5oda/(Resnick 1987). 

2. It provides for interaction between a novice and an expert (Spiro et aL 
1988). 

3. It trains students in the skills necessaiy to become independent learn- 
ers (Bereiter and Scardamalia 1987). 

The identification of writing as a higher-order thinking skill has important 
implications for instruction. 

Analysis of a Writing Conference 

The theoretical in>plications of developing advanced literacy skills through 
writing conferences that bring together a novice and an expert can best be 
understood through the analysis of actual practice. Paula Oye's account (in 
chapter 11 of this volume) of a successful tutorial incorporates the three 
elements mentioned above. This narrative covers Oye's experience during 
three academic quarters and tlius provides an insight into the diverse im- 
provements that extended writing conferences can achieve. 

The social component was an essential ingredient in the success of this 
instruction. TTie writing center had been recommended to a student, referred 
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to as Diane in this account, because her instructor felt that the strict structure 
and sharp demarcation of authority in the classroom did not suit Diane and 
that her classroom work could be supplemented by writing conferences. 
Simply appearing at the writing center, however, did not resolve Diane's 
difficulties. Oye first had to establish rapport with her student. Fortunately, 
she noticed that Diane was wearing a jacket from her own daughter's high 
school. This connection opened up a store of common associations and en- 
abled Diane to feel more at ease. Oye was able to extend this trust, which 
had been established on a personal level, into professional matters and to 
encourage Diane V. reveal more details about her subject and gradually work 
them into her written account. 

The value of Oye's expertise is manifest in her ability to critique her per- 
formance and adapt her approach to her student's needs. Initially, when Diane 
had beeii reticent, Oye had responded by being directive. This tactic was 
effective in the short term because it enabled Diane to complete her assign- 
ment^ but by concentrating on the task at hand rather than on the writer, it 
violated one of the rules of writing conferences. In the longer term, this 
intervention alienated the student and caused her to disown the paper and to 
give it only perfunctory attention. The tutor correctly analyzed her error and 
in subsequent conferences took care to foster Diane's efforts to take respon- 
sibility for her work. Oye also demonstrates technical expertise by flexibly 
adapting her demands to Diane's growing skill and confidence. Flexibility is 
at the heart of the successful writing conference. 

In this narrative of a successful tutorial, the final element, independence, 
seems a natural culmination of the eariier efforts. Whereas at the beginning 
of her collaboration in the fall Diane had said, "I guess I just can't write," by 
the spring she was "aware of the process that she followed in writing a pa- 
per, and she could develop her ideas independently, confident of having some- 
thing worthwhile to say." Oye scrupulously avoids taking all the credit for 
Diane's improvement, noting that Diane had the benefit of classroom writ- 
ing instruction and peer gronp work for three academic quarters, but Oye 
feels that the confidence ricJie gained in their writing conferences provided 
her with the impetus that she needed in order to find her own voice and 
speak for herself. Attendant with this process was an improvement in all 
other aspects of writing (grammar, structure, and vocabulary) even though 
some of those areas had not been discussed. (In chapter 10, Susanna Horn 
discusses the striking, spontaneous improvement in lower-order concerns 
that oftentimes accompanies improvement in higher-order skills.) 
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The Sociocognitive Foundations of the Writing Conference 

The success achieved by this student and instructor is encouraging, but it 
sheds little light on the theoretical foundations of the writing conference. 
Why is social interaction an important component of learning in higher- 
order thinking skills like advanced literacy? What is there about the interac- 
tion between the novice and the expert that facilitates growth in these areas 
or domains? How is independence acquired or fostered in such skills? The 
answers to these questions may lie in recent work in cognitive science. 

Social Component of the Writing Conference 

The role played by social interaction has been debated in composition peda- 
gogy. Linda Flower has attempted to bridge the gap between those who 
advocate the primacy of social factors in composition theory ana those who 
believe the cognitive to be more significant ( 1989, 282). But her efforts have 
been hindered by the lack of information concerning how individuals learn 
in social siraations. Lauren Resnick, however, has provided a firm begin- 
ning to this discussion by hypothesizing about the benefits that the social 
element offers learners, as summarized below: 

L The social setting provides occasions for modeling effective thinking 
strategies. 

2. Thinking aloud in a social setting allows others tc critique and shape 
one's performance. 

3. The social setting provides scaffolding for a novice's initially limited 
performance. 

4. The social setting motivates students. 

5. The public setting also lends social status and validation to tiigher- 
order thinking (1987, 41). 

Diane's impressive growth as a writer, visible through her conferences 
with Oye, testifies to the benefits of social interaction in writing instruction. 
The foundation of the interaction is dialogue, t!ie immediate exchange of 
information. "Critical to the teaching-learning process is the role of dialogue; 
it is the means by which support is provided and adjusted" (Palincsar 1986, 
75). In her dialogue and in her writing with her tutor, Diane could try out 
ideas and receive immediate response. Cye could also demonstrate appro- 
priate ways to construct or assemble ideas and then withdraw this support as 
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Diane demonstrated her ability to function independently. As her continuing 
involvement in the writing center demonstrates, some aspects of the writing 
conference, perhaps the social as well as the ac ademic or the cognitive, mo- 
tivated Diane to pursue it voluntarily for a full academic year. 

Novice-Expert Interaction in the Writing Conference 

Another feature of the writing conference that distinguishes it from other 
modes of writing instruction is that it is built around dialogue. The close 
interaction that dialogue demands is the crux of this mode of instruction 
because it enables the student to announce his or her concerns and to shape 
the instruction to fit his or her needs. This talk also enables the teacher to 
provide limited, specific assistance, keyed to the writer's needs. 

As David Taylor points out in chapter 2 of this volume, tutors can use 
conversation to put their students at ease, to establish a helping environ- 
ment, and to fa-^ilitate learning. Care must be taken to use conversaticmal 
strategies appropriately; when used inappropriately, such strategies can alien- 
ate the student and sabotage the conference. In chapter 3, JoAnn Johnson 
argues that the use of questions by instructors often has just this effect 

In addition to these interpersonal aspects, experts can use dialogue to 
serve a more directly pedagogical role, as Palincsar establishes in her analy- 
sis of the role of dialogue in matching tutor efforts to student needs (1986, 
96). A productive dialogue has the following features: 

1. It supports student contributions at the idea level, not the word level. 

2. It uses student ideas deftly and links them with new knowledge, 

3. It provides focus and direction to the dialogue, 

4. It makes the point clear to the student, 

5. It uses evaluative comments to transform student comments from nega- 
tive to constructive. 

The expertise necessary to engage in a productive dialogue does not come 
easily, but this volume offers a diverse collection of practices and insights 
which suggest how such expertise can be developed. 

Fostering Independence through Writing Conferences 

The ultimate goal of the writing conference is to develop competent, confi- 
dent writers who resemble Diane after her year of conferencing. Like all 
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writers, they will stOl benefit from discussing their work with other writeis 
and readers, but as a result of their conferencing, they will be better able to 
direct the dialogue toward the features of the text that cause difficulty, and 
they will have developed a repertoire of strategies from which they can se- 
lect the most appropriate. Though this self-assertive view of collaboration is 
essential to productive work outside of academia, to reach this stage of inde- 
pendence and authority students must struggle against the subservient, pas- 
sive role assigned them in the traditional classroom. 

Flanders (1970; cited in Palincsar 1986) reports that teachers are respon- 
sible for approximately 80 percent of all talk in the classroom and that -it the 
secondary level they refer to student ideas only 3 to 9 percent of the time. In 
contrast, the writing conference strips away the paraphernalia of instruction 
and reduces it to its essence— the student, the teacher, and the student's manu- 
script. This reduction also removes from the teacher the crowd-control re- 
sponsibilities that complicate the task of education when one tries to instruct 
twenty or more persons simultaneously. 

Freed of the burden of complete responsibility for the class, the instructor 
can respond more authentically and more flexibly and can allow the student 
to assume control of the encounter, Sarah Warshauer Freedman and Anne 
Marie Katz have observed that conferences differ from purely social con- 
versations in two aspects that signify that students are being encouraged to 
assert themselves. First, students interrupt tutors more often than most con- 
versational partners do, which suggests that they are convinced of the im- 
portance of their contributions (1987, 72), Second, tutoi^ observe longer 
silences than most participants in a conversation; these pauses provide stu- 
dents with additional time to reflect and plan their responses (78). 

Of course, the goal of writing instruction, and all other higher-order skills, 
is for students to become independent, able to function on their own. The 
writing conference is peculiarly suited for this goal because it permits the 
flexible application of expertise, and it encourages growth in a structured 
environment. In a tutorial, an instructor can closely monitor student progress 
and provide scaffolding or support to assist the student in mastering new 
skills. Additionally, the instructor can readily withdraw that support to as- 
sure that the student does not become dependent on resources that will not 
be available when the student later must act alone. 

The research and theorizing presented in this collection of essays assert 
the sociocognitive significance of the writing conference. Nonetheless, this 
pedagogy requires more studies that assess the flexibility, spontaneity, and 
richness inherent in encounters between novice writers and expert tutors. 
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Perhaps when that goal is met, classroom teachers will feel more comfort- 
able and competent in moving the center of their instruction closer to the 
student. 
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Writing conferences which simply reproduce the interpersonal relationships 
of conventional schooling intensify teacher-centeredness, magnifying the 
teacher's authority and more powerfully denying the student any access to 
control. Our studies of the conference approach to the teaching of writing 
suggest a sharing of control between student and teacher. We are advancing 
a pedagogy for writing conferences based on the novice-expert relationship, 
since we are convinced by our own teaching experiences and those of the 
essayists reprinted here that this is how people best learn. 

It must be recognized that in working with students in the kinds of writ- 
ing conferences described in this book, teachers are asking students to per- 
form in an unaccustomed role — the role of novice writer seeking advice 
from an expert. For teachers, too, this role of expert may be novel— it is 
more collaborative than the role of classroom teacher. The special value of 
this kind of writing conference is that— ideally —it replicates the way people 
learn most naturally: knowledge is constructed socially, in conversation; ideas 
are developed cooperatively. In a cooperative conversation, control is shared. 
The student controls the content of the conversation by proposing the topic 
to be discussed. The ideas being developed are those of the student, not the 
teacher. The teacher's part is to encourage pursuit of those ideas, to make 
analytic or defining statements about how the ideas are developing, and to 
provide information about the forms and purposes of academic discourse. 
The teacher gives expert guidance to the direction of the conversation. 

In the first essay in this section, David Taylor shows how teachers can put 
aside their encumbering authority and assume a more helpful role. Then, 
JoAnn Johnson and David Fletcher analyze teachers' questioning behavior 
and demonstrate how teachers' accustomed patterns interfere with students' 
intentions. Together, these essays provide practical steps for establishing a 
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helping relationship with student writers and show clearly why such steps 
are necessary. 

Much of the theoretical basis for this departure from traditional teacher- 
student relationships is tbund in the work of Kenneth BrufFee ( 1984; 1986), 
Jemme Bruner (1986; 1990), Shirley Brice Heath (1983), and David Bleich 
(1988). Bruffee's contribution is to describe how knowledge is constructed 
through conversaticMi; Bruner demonstrates that language is the building block 
for meaning making and also shows the integral connection between an 
individual's language use and the surrounding culture. Heath and Bleich 
point up the problem that formal schooling creates by disconnecting stu- 
dents from their home culture and from each other and by separating them 
fiom teachers: this piactice frustrates learning. The social relations estab- 
lished in formal schooling are unfaithful to the true nature of human learn- 
ing, which is founded in emotional and social ties to other members of tl.e 
culture. We will return to these ideas. 

It is appropriate at this point to consider three questions: What do we 
mean by the term expert"} Expert at what? And how does the expert function 
differently from the way a teacher functions? To answer these questions, it is 
useful to identify what we mean by academic discourse, to look briefly at 
writing as a specialized use of language, and to think about some pedagogi- 
cal implications of the ixx:ial construction of knowledge, for these are the 
areas of expertise which concern us here. 

A generic concept of expertise in writing can be depicted as a continuum 
with very general knowledge at one extreme (the novice's side) and specific 
kinds of knowledge at the other (the expert's side). According to Michael 
Carter, "Between the extremes of the global general knowledge of the rank 
novice and the fluent use of local knowledge by the expert, there is a range 
of knowledge that becomes increasingly local, of strategies that become in- 
creasingly domain-specific" (1990, 273). The expert, then, has a repertoire 
of strategies for high-level performance in a particular field or domain. 

Domain-specific strategies of expert composition teachers are of two kinds: 
strategies for creating meaning through the act of writing and strategies for 
creating meaning socially by engaging students in conversations in which 
students create the knowledge they need. 

A teacher working with a student in a writing conference must, of course, 
be expert at the practice of academic discourse, particularly academic writ- 
ing. Broadly, we can say that academic discourse is reflective and analytical 
and has the goal of assigning meaning to the data under concideration. The 
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expert is skilled in hearing, reading, and engaging in this specialized use of 
language, which is particularly characterized by a self-conscious reflective- 
ness. Martin McKoski identifies academic discourse as ''speculative and 
exploratory in nature and cognizant of the complexity of any issue. It ex- 
presses stance and invites counterstance. It is the educated self" (1991, 9). 
We can also say that academic writing is distinct from speech in certain 
features, among them greater explicitness and elaboration, a hierarchal rather 
than merely sequential order of presentation, and an awareness of audience 
as "other," needing to have a context provided because it is unfamiliar with 
the circumstances of the writer's life and not privy to the writer's habits of 
thought (Olson 1977). Of course, postsecondary teachers have demonstrated 
expertise in written academic discourse in the normal process of obtaining 
credentials and thus admission to the academy. 

A second area of expertise needed for conference teaching of writing is 
in the social construction of knowledge, the area opened up for composition 
studies by Kenneth Bruffee. Bruffee had taught college writing courses for 
years when the advent of open enrollment radically changed the academic 
setting, and he responded to the change as to a call for academic access and 
success. Researching the origins of knowledge, Bruffee synthesized the ideas 
of Thomas Kuhn, philosopher Richard Rorty, and anthropologist Clifford 
Geertz. Kuhn argues that scientific knowledge is created by the scientific 
community, while Rorty contends that all knowledge originates in social 
exchange; Geertz's studies in anthropology describe human cognition, per- 
ception, memory, and similar capacities as social in origin, Bruffee brought 
together viewpoints from these fields to illuminate what was for schools a 
radical idea: people, even students, talking together can create solutions to 
problems — can create new knowledge. Bruffee applied this principle, that 
students can learn from each other, to the teaching of writing in what has 
come to be called the Brooklyn Plan, now widely utilized throughout the 
United States in peer tutoring and classroom group v/ork for all academic 
subjects and often renamed collaborative learning. 

The research and theorizing which formed the basis for the Brooklyn 
Plan have continued to yield rich material on the function of language and 
culture in human learning. Jerome Bruner'si4c/ua/ Minds, Possible Worlds 
(1986) and Acts of Meaning (1990) discuss the individual's developing use 
of language as a tool for constructing meaning. Bruner says tliat language is 
a tool shaped by the culture in which human beings participate by using that 
very tool, language. In fact, he says, it is participating in culture through 
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language which actually creates us as human beings. He goes further yet, 
declaring that human culture has replaced the natural world as the shaping 
environment which controls the course of human development: **The divide 
in human evolution was crossed when culture became the major factor in 
giving form to the minds of those living under its sway. A product of histoiy 
rather than of nature, culture now became the world to which we had to 
adapt and the tool kit for doing so." This view of the individual human being 
as a creature of culture, formed by verbal exchanges with other himian be- 
ings, has radical implications, as Bruner points out. For psychology, this 
view "makes it impossible to construct a himian psychology on the basis of 
the individual alone.'' For teaching, this view makes it impossible to ignore 
what Bruner calls "the realization of [human] mental powers through cul- 
ture" (1990, 1 1 - 12), meaning that the richer the linguistic exchanges among 
individuals, the more completely their mental powers can be realized. 

Language plays a powerful role, perhaps the most powerful of all aspects 
of the culture, in developing an individual's patterns of thought and verbal 
expression. Shirley Brice Heath demonstrates in Ways with Words (1983) 
how the verbal exchanges within two quite different American subcultures 
shape the mental habits and language use of group members differently and 
how these differences affect the children's behavior and success in school. 
If, then, we think of schools themselves as sub ,altures, we realize that great 
care must be taken about how the tool of language is used by those in au- 
thority and how its use is managed, rewarded, and forbidden to students. 
Verbal exchanges among students and teachers can promote exploration and 
growth — but they can also close students down emotionally and intellectu- 
ally. David Bleich in the ethnographic passages of The Double Perspective 
shows this idea operating in the classroom; he discusses the connections 
between emotions and learning, and he argues that mutuality should replace 
individuality in a nonhierarchal classroom process. "Mutuality" here names 
"new social relations which can enable new access to authority for all class- 
room members" (1988, 253). The teacher in the classroom that Bleich de- 
scribes retains the responsibility for shaping curriculum and deciding what 
the work of the class is to be — but this teacher functions as a participant in 
the classroom process, rather than as an authoritarian figure, so that every- 
one is a learner and all share in the construction of knowledge. 

Teachers who wish to engage in writing conferences that promote think- 
ing and learning at high levels need expertise in this area of sharing author- 
ity for the construction of knowledge with their students. But sharing au- 
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thority is for many of us an unfamiliar teaching function. By the nature of 
our enterprise, we who teach are likely to concentrate our efforts on the 
information-processing function of language, and we often neglect the so- 
cial aspect, which constructs and maintains relations among people. And yet 
the social function of language, because it distributes power, is of primary 
importance. And in a writing conference, the social relationship is intensi- 
fied by the fact that the student is isolated with the teacher and deprived of 
the subculture of resistance provided by the presence of peers. 

Constructing a useful relationship between student and teacher can ease 
the novice's entry into the conversation, which Kenneth Bruffee identifies 
as the main activity of academic life. Says Bruffee, **Reflective thinking is 
something we learn to do, and we leam to do it from and with other people** 
( 1984). Assuming the authority required for this conversation is an unaccus- 
tomed burden for many college students, a burden that they naturally resist 
and one that teachers are often loath to share. It is helpful, then, to devote 
attention to the social as well as to the cognitive aspect of language. 

The essays in this section explore some of the social consequences of 
language use between teacher and student in order to demonstrate that teachers 
can share control with their students by carefully and consciously crafting 
the part that each is to perform. 

David Taylor's **A Counseling Approach to Writing Conferences'* pro- 
vides a model for the teacher, showing practical steps for creating a helping 
relationship to replace the mere traditional teacher-student dialogue. Most 
of us are all too famUiar with the futility of explicitiy "teaching" students 
about langiiage or writing, since students may or may not leam what we 
have taught. To expect them to do so is to engage in the post hoc, ergo 
propter hoc fallacy which Piaget called "magical thinking." Most of us have 
experienced this phenomenon both as teachers and as learners. Janet Emig, 
in her now-famous "Non-Magical Thinking: Presenting Writing Develop- 
mentally in Schools," declares that teachers of writing have "become the 
most magical thinkers of all," with their "relentiess . . . efforts to teach writ- 
ing" (1983, 22), when evidence suggests that "writing is developmentally a 
natural proc:. s" (25), which can be activated by an appropriate environ- 
ment. Emig characterizes the school environment which can activate writ- 
ing as "safe, structured, private, unobtrusive, and literate" (25). In his essay, 
Taylor shows how teachers, by using conferencing techniques adapted for 
our purposes from Carl Rogers, can develop such an environment and by 
doing so can engage student writers in a collaborative relationship charac- 
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terized by commitment to language and ideas. 

Building a collaborative relationship requires quite different techniques 
than those which teachers habitually employ — many of which may simply 
reproduce the relationship of the classroom. In "Reevaluation of the Ques- 
ticMi as a Teaching Tool,** JoAnn Johnsor* reports on a study of writing con- 
ferences in a writing center. The study indicates that when the tutor asks 
questions, the tutor controls the conference, deprives the writer of responsi- 
bility, and may arouse emotions which divert energy from the work at hand. 
For all these reasons, questions should come from the student. Johnson sug~ 
gests specific statements to make and directions to give which can result in 
longer, more reflective responses from student writers and which can help 
them deal with their writing problems. 

At a less comfortable distance, David Fletcher, in "On the Issue of Au- 
thority,** approaches the subject of questioning students by analyzing a stu- 
dent-tutor dialogue which demonstrates in painful closeup that their encounter 
is, in fact, a struggle for control. The student valiantly perseveres in thinking 
aloud, externalizing her analytic processes and demonstrating the kinds of 
opportunities that tutors have for helping students capitalize on their think- 
ing — opportunities that, frustratingly, this tutor ignores. Each party to the 
exchange takes thirty-six turns, with the tutor devoting twenty-three of his 
turns to questions, mainly for the purpose of asserting his authority. As an 
antidote, Fletcher lists principles for teachers to follow in granting owner- 
ship of the ideas and the text to the writer during writing conferences. 

Skillfully managed writing conferences present an opportunity to create 
optimal learning conditions, the kind of enabling envirormient which can 
activate student writing. The essays in this section show some techniques 
that teachers can use to promote thinking and writing — and 5X)me pitfalls to 
avoid. 
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ITie strength of a writing conference— the opportunity for close interaction 
between a novice and an expert— can also bring about its failure. The goal 
of the conference is to provide inexperienced writers with the opportunity to 
discuss difficulties and to learn more effective strategies. But familiarity with 
the materials and extensive experience in solving writing problems can eas- 
ily lead the expert to dominate the exchange and to provide the novice with 
new information but no new skills. In chapter 4 of this volume, David Fletcher 
offers an honest account of a conference that failed because the tutor's com- 
mand of writing skills led him to ignore the student's real needs. In chapter 
11, Paula Oye also describes an encounter in which a tutor inappropriately 
took control and misread a student's desires. Oye, fortunately, was able to 
rectify the situation and to reestablish the social contract. 

TTie factor that jeopardized these conferences was not the tutor's lack of 
writing skills. Rather, it was the writing expert's lack of interpersonal skills, 
his or her inability to share the responsibility for the conference with the 
student and to adapt the pace of the instruction to the student's ability to 
absorb it. While writing conferences have been demonstrated to be an effec- 
tive pedagogy for all students, both in the classroom and in writing centers, 
the students with whom we most often work on a one-to-one basis are those 
who are having difficulty, who are uncertain about their writing skills and 
about higher education in general As Mike Rose describes such students in 
Lives on the Boundary (1989), they suffer from a wide range of personal, 
social, and academic anxieties. If we are to do full justice to the concept of 
knowledge as a social construction, we must develop skills in establishing 
an atmosphere of trust and in listening and understanding so that we com- 
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prehend the significance of what the students say —not just for their text but 
for their sense of themselves as thinkers, as students. Like all teaching, 
conferencing is a perilous activity subject to many conflicting forces, and 
even though, as Lil Brannon (1982) reminds us, "we are not psychologists,*' 
I believe that teachers can surmount many of the problems that their author- 
ity causes by bringing to the conference a counselor's approach to structur- 
ing and conducting an interview with a client. The one-to-one conference is 
the primary workplace for psychological therapists and counselors. Much 
of their professional research and training is devoted to understanding what 
happens in conferences and to developing techniques for making confer- 
ences work. Some efforts have been made to tap this profession's know- 
how, but in light of the similarities between the counselor and the writing 
teacher, we need to develop this resource more fully (Thomas and Thomas 
1989). 

The aim of the therapist, according to Carl Rogers, is to release a client's 
capacity to deal constructively with life, thereby giving that person the power 
to resume control and to move forward. When reading that concept in 
Rogeis's Client-Centered Therapy ( 195 1), I was struck by the close parallel 
to the purpose of a writing conference on a student's eariy draft. The ques- 
tions ate essentially the same. The student may ask, "Where do I go from 
here?" or may admit, "I'm stuck and not sure what else to do. I don't feel 
that I'm being successful with this assignment." The teacher's job at that 
point is much the same as the counselor's— to put the student-client back in 
control so that she or he can move forward with a sense of clear direction. It 
is this power to take charge of writing— following through the stages of 
revision and editing — that our beginning writers lack. 

A second similarity concerns the long-tenn goals of conferences. Coun- 
selor and client try to go beyond the immediate problem to develop the client's 
self-awareness and ability to react intelligently in new situations. The goal 
of therapy is to prepare for the future by dealing with the present. As teach- 
ers of the writing process, we also use the immediate problems of a specific 
assignment as a way to develop writing skills for the future demands of new 
writing situations. The counselor and the writing instructor, as the essays in 
section four of this volume point out, prepare the student to act indepen- 
dently in the future. 

A third similarity involves the relationship between client and counselor, 
student and teacher. Because the aim of therapy is to help the client be in 
charge of his or her own life, the therapist assumes the role of growth facili- 
tator rather than authority figure who dispenses solutions or directs behav- 
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ion In a counseling relationship, client and counselor are a collaborative 
team involved in what is often termed a "helping relationship." The coun- 
selor says, "Let's work together to attain an outcome that will help you be 
more in control of your life. Together we will try to understand what's both- 
ering you, and together we will plan how to deal with it." 

In a writing conference that has as its goal the enabling of the student to 
take charge of the writing process, there is this same collaborative relation- 
ship. Calvin Trillin once noted, "An editor should be someone who is trying 
to help the writer say what he wants to say" (198 1, 15). It is much the same 
for a writing instructor in a conference. An important shift occurs ftom teacher 
as authority figure, who judges the product of writing, to someone who says, 
like the counselor, "I want to be involved with you in exploring what you're 
trying to say in this paper and in papers in the future. Together, I want us to 
find ways of writing eff^ectively." 

In short, sitting down with a student in a writing conference requires a 
different kind of teaching. As the other essays in this volume demonstrate, 
there are many facets to this type of teaching: social, cognitive, and disci- 
plinary, among others; this essay addresses the social, which in many ways 
is the foundation for the others. In a conference we come together with the 
student in an intimate setting to help him or her deal constructively with 
sometimes intensely personal parts of life. This means that we have taken 
on, in important ways, the role of counselor in an interview. It is helpful, 
then, if we have at our disposal some of the insights, guidelines, and tools of 
the counselor This information has for years been common knowledge for 
others in the helping professions— child care specialists, social workers, 
guidance counselors, psychologists, nurses— and should be common knowl- 
edge for teachers as well. 

An introduction to this field includes the conditions necessary for a help- 
ing relationship, the characteristics of effective helpers, and the counseling 
skills for effective listening. A summary of these counseling concepts and 
skills that are appropriate in a writing conference appears in figure I. The 
goal is to take what we are already doing naturally but perhaps 
unsystematically and, by becoming more conscious of what is involved in a 
helping relationship, to enhance our conferencing skills. Initially, these mat- 
ters may not seem relevant to writing instruction, but as Oye points out in 
th^s collection's final essay, careful attention to these aspects of the confer- 
ence can determine success or failure. 
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Conditions for the Helping Relationship 

An often-stressed point in counseling literature is that the creation of an 
cUmosphere of acceptance and trust is more important than a coimselor's 
specific techniques. If the client believes that he or she can express feelings 
and attitudes freely, without threat of condemnation , then method is second- 
ary. To create this climate, counselors use their primary helping tool — their 
own personality. There are three personality traits that are frequently identi- 
fied as characteristic of effective helpers, traits that are almost entirely re- 
sponsible for establishing acceptance and trust in a conference. 

Helper Empathy. Like a counselor, a teacher needs a clear understanding 
of the reality of what the student is thinking. When students see that a teacher 
is taking the time to probe and to understand their meaning, they often gain 
a stronger sense of commitment to writing. 

Helper Warmth and Caring, In a study that asked clients to identify the 
traits of an effective helper, there was strong agreement that the best helper 
is someone who responds enthusiastically to clients in a personal and con- 
cerned way (Brammer 1973, 29«35). A central value for these expert help- 
ers was their stronger concern for people than for things (Combs et al. 1969). 
And, indeed, the teaching of writing as process means concentrating more 
on writers and their writing behavior than on the product they eventually 
produce. 

Helper Regard and Respect. Rogers's description of this trait is "uncon- 
ditional positive regard," by which he means that the client never feels threat- 
ened by a therapist's personal judgment (Rogers 1961, 283-84). There is no 
message that "I approve [or disapprove] of you or your writing." There is 
only the sense of acceptance of the individual and a willingness to help. In 
the first contacts especially, it is important to offer this regard and respect, 
saying in effect: "I want you to express yourself freely and to become the 
best writer that you can be on your own terms and not just to please me." 

When an atmosphere of trust has been created, the teacher can make the 
shift from authority figure to collaborator; the benefits of this transition are 
impressive. There can be genuine, two-way talk about writing, perhaps for 
the first time in a student's life. If the student is assured of not being de- 
meaned or judged in a personal way, the student can commit to writing with- 
out fear of being wrong, and the sluice gates of language and ideas open 
more. Through the process of establishing trust, the student-writer no longer 
remains a passive receptacle who is simply told to perform a prescribed 
intellectual function or to reproduce the thinking of the teacher. Instead, this 
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Summary of Counseling Concepts and Skills for Writing Conferences 

Conditions for the Helping Relationship 

1. Atmosphere of acceptance and trust 

• Helper empathy 

• Helper warmth and caring 

• Helper regard and respect 

2. Openness about the goals and process of the relationship 

Stages in the Writtng Conference 

1. Preparation and Entry 

Goals 

• to open the conference with a minimum of resistance 

• to lay the groundwork of trust 
Techniques 

• use amenities to let student feel valued 

• listen to chitchat for hints of academic or personal problems that may 
interfere with writing 

2. Clarification 

Goals 

• to define the goals of the conference(s) 

• to elicit student's reaction to the writing 
Techniques 

• suspend diagnosis and encourage student's elaboration 

• ask "what" instead of *'why** questions 

3. Structuring 

Goals 

• to make explicit the roles and responsibilities of the student and 
teacher 

• to indicate the steps to be followed in reaching the goal of the 
conference 

4. Exploration 

Goals 

• to read the draft holistically 

• to encourage the student to explore his or her own thoughts and 
writing 

• to help the student identify specific writing problems 
Techniques 

• read the draft aloud, without stopping for comments or written 
notations 
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• use general and specific questions that lead the student to an ex- 
panded self-awareness of the writing 

5. Consolidation 

Goals 

• to state specifically what needs to be done to the writing 

• to provide explanation and teach skills for revising 

6. Planning and Termination 

Goals 

• to summarize the accomplishments of the conference(s) 

• to set deadlines and anticipate the next conference 
Techniques 

• ask tJie student to bring together for himself or herself the outcomes 
of the conference 

• talk about the next conference b order to give a sense of moving 
forward positively and working toward a future goal 

Skills for Listening and Understanding { Listening with the third ear **) 

1. Paraphrasing 

Goals 

• to restate the student's message in similar but fewer words 

• to test one's understanding of what was said 

• to show the student he or she has been understood 
Techniques 

• listen for the basic message of the student 

• restate to the student a concise and simple summary of the basic 
message 

• observe a cue or ask for a response from the student that confirms or 
disconfirms the accuracy and helpfulness of the paraphrase 

2. Perception Checking 

Goals 

• to guess a basic message and ask for verification of it 

• to bring vague thoughts into sharper focus 

• to correct misconceptions of the student's message 
Techniques 

• admit confusion about the student's meaning 

• paraphrase what you think you heard 

• ask for confirmation directly from the student 

• allow the student to correct your perception if it is inaccurate 



Figure 1. Summary of counseling concepts and skills for writing conferences. 
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is someone who is ready to use writing to discover what she or he genuinely 
thinks and feels about the world. The student is ready to '^write for surprise," 
as Donald Murray puts it (1984). 

Skills for Listening and Understanding 

Counselors must develop several clusters of skills — those for providing com- 
fort, intervening in a crisis, modifying behavior, and leading clients to solve 
personal problems and make important decisions for themselves. Most use- 
ful to writing teachers are the set of skills for understanding the client and 
for helping that person understand himself or herself. Four of these skills for 
listening and understanding are discussed below: paraphrasing, perception 
checking, leading, and summarizing. 

It seems odd to talk about what comes naturally— just listening to and 
understanding what someone says. But a heightened kind of listening is re- 
quired in a counseling interview or writing conference. This intensive listen- 
ing is not a passive process but an active one, calling for sharply focused 
attention and sensitivity to the words and behavior of another. Developing 
this sensitivity is a matter of listening to meanings beneath the words, tone, 
and gestures of a speaker, or in psychologist Theodor Reik's well-known 
phrase, "listening with the third ear" (1948). By this he means focusing at- 
tention beyond what someone is saying or doing in order to comprehend the 
meanings or perceptions that are producing that behavior. 

A technique for developing the third ear is to ask oneself questions while 
listening: "What is this person's message to me?" "What is he trying to say 
to me with those words and that tone?" "What does she want me to know 
about her?" So strong is the tendency to impose our own structure or mean- 
ing on what someone says that this conscious effort is required to be open to 
the reality of what someone is saying. 

Such concentration upon the person's real meaning is characteristic of 
effective helpers, for it provides what Cari Rogers calls "the recognition and 
acceptance of feeling." With this kind of listening we cultivate a sensitivity 
that allows a truer understanding and acceptance of others. Most impor- 
tantly, the very experience of being listened to in this way is strongly thera- 
peutic in itself. We have the power to further growth in others, whetlier it be 
growth in writing or emotional growth, simply by being a sympathetic lis- 
tener who does nothing else but help others understand themselves (Combs, 
Avila, and Purkey 1977). 
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Paraphrasing, the first listening skill, is an attempt to restate the client's 
basic message in similar but fewer words, as shown in the following ex- 
ample: 

Clieru: I just don*t understand. One minute she tells me to do this, and 

the next minute to do that. 
Counselor: She really confuses you. 
Client: Yeah, she sure does, besides . . . 

Paraphrasing allows the teacher to test an understanding of what was said, 
show the student this understanding, and help the student to clarify what she 
or he thinks and feels: 

Student: Tm gonna flunk English 100. The teacher gives me an F on a 
paper and tells me to write it again. I write it again and get an- 
other F. 

Teacher: You really seem frustrated. You turn in a paper and you are told to 
write it again. 

Student: I don*t mind writing it again. It s not knowing what he wants. 

The example illustrates full listening to a person's message, followed by a 
reflection of that message. Feeling understood in tum encourages the stu- 
dent to probe deeper, to elaborate. Paraphrasing is thus a potent instrument 
for opening the channels of self-insight. 

Perception checking is different from paraphrasing in that the teacher 
fiist admits confusion; then the teacher guesses the student's basic message 
and asks for an affirmation of that guess. In this way, perception checking 
helps the student to bring vague thoughts into sharper focus and clears the 
way for an accurate understanding of the student's thoughts. The following 
exchange brings together a paraphrase and a check of perception: 

Teacher: You have a lot to say about hospitals. Let's try to bring it together. 

What would you say is the thesis of your essay? 
Student: About how most people are afraid of hospitals because they're 

afraid of what doctors might do to hurt them. 
Teacher: So, the thesis is "fear of hospitals is caused by fear of pain." 
Student: That's the big part. But also there's just not knowing what will 

happen to them. 

Teacher: Let me try to understand. Now you say there is a second reason 
for the fear of hospitals— anxiety or fear of the unknown. Is that 
part of it, too? 
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Student: Sure, you're in danger, at least so far as your health, and you're 
afraid of not getting well. It s hard when you don't know, waiting 
there. 

The exchange indicates the value of suspending evaluation while merely 
trying to understand fiiUy and precisely what the student wishes to say. \n 
this way, the teacher facilitates the student's own discovery and clarification 
of thought in his or her own words. 

To lead is to invite verbal expression along desired lines. The goal of 
indirect leading is to get the student started and to keep the responsibility on 
him or her for keeping the conference going. An example would be the 
statement "Perhaps we could start by your telling me how this assignment 
went for you," which gives the student the responsibility for identifying what 
needs to be dealt with first. Later on, indirect leading would take the form of 
"Tell me more about that," followed by an expectant look. A direct lead, on 
the other hrnd, asks the student for precise information: "Are there other 
causes for the fear of hospitals?" or "Give me a specific example of that." 
Both indire^;t and du-ect leading encourage the student to elaborate, clarify, 
or illustrate what was said. And because of the open-ended questions and 
statements used, both forms of leading keep responsibility on the student for 
clarifying and developing his or her own thoughts. 

The purpose of summarizing is to give the student a sense of moving 
carefully through a conference step by step and to consolidate the progress 
made. A student usually can and should do some of the summarizing. A 
teacher might ask: "How does our work look to you at this point? Try to pull 
it together briefly" or "Sum up for me what you'll be doing with this paper 
in the next draft." Summarizing thus tests a student's understanding and also 
keeps responsibility for the writing on the student. At times the teacher may 
wish to do the review, especially midway during a conference: "So far we've 
talked about developing your thesis with more examples. Now let's give 
some attention to the order of those paragraphs." Finally, a summary of a 
previous conference can be used at the beginning of a new one to provide 
continuity: "In our last conference we talked about making the paragraphs 
fuller and more focused. Let's see how they came out." 

An additional advantage to creating a mood of understanding is that it 
narrows the gap between powerless student and powerful teacher. Now the 
student must seriously consider a teacher's questions about the piece of writing 
and must assume responsibility for answering them. Since die teacher will 
not be giving commands or dispensing solutions, the only alternative for the 
student is to think, write, and inquire until he or she discovers a solution. 
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3 Reevaluation of the Question as a 
Teaching Tool 



JoAnn B. Johnson 
University of Akron 

Asking questions to spark discussion from students is a time-honored prac- 
tice of teachers. But as David Fletcher makes clear in chapter 4, there is 
empirical evidence to show that asking questions to engage the student *s 
thinking during a writing conference may have the opposite effect. On a 
social level, questioning can jeopardize the mood of empathy, trust, and re- 
spect that David Taylor argues in chapter 2 we should be trying to establish. 
The literature on question asking reveals three problems associated with this 
practice: First, the person asking the questions controls the direction of the 
inquiry; therefore, the student should be asking the questions. Second, ques- 
tions imposed by a teacher may derail the student's train of thought, intro- 
ducing confusion. Finally, most teachers do not give students as much time 
as they need to respond ful' ' to questions. Teachers who become sensitive 
to these problems may warn to ask fewer questions and find other means of 
communicating with students about their writing. Making declarative state- 
ments, especially paraphrases, and using imperative sentences often invites 
longer, more reflective responses. 

Observing students working on various writing tasks in a university writ- 
ing center sheds some light on this phenomenon. When a student arrives at a 
writing conference, he or she may bring a mass of confusing information 
plus a lack of, or loss of, strategies for problem solving. When the student 
presents this information to the tutor, the focus of attention looks somewhat 
like model 1 in figure 2, with both tutor and student focused on the problem. 
After a few moments of questioning by the tutor, the focus of attention changes 
to that shown in model 2 of figure 2 because the tutor has become engaged 
with the problem by becoming aware of the point of eiTor The tutor then 
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begins to iintangle the problem while the student's attention is focused on 
the tutor and his or her problem-solving strategy. But if th^ student is to 
develop his or her own strategies^ the structure of the conference should take 
the shape of model 3 in figure 2, with the student addressing the problem 
and the tutor listening to the student 

These three models of a tutoring conference deserve our attention be- 
cause they show the position of a necessary component in the process of a 
learning experience. This element is often referred to as a quesdotiing atti- 
tude. Jean Piaget used the more clinical term dissonance: an imbalance that 
needs to be set right In model 1 of figure 2, the presence of disscxiance is 
greater in the tutor than tiie student. At this point the tutor genuinely feels a 
need to know. The student, on the other hand, has given up on his or her own 
questioning strategies. In model 2, the tutor has found the source of the dis- 
sonance and is engaged with his or her own need to correct the imbalance by 
using his or her own problem-solving strategies. Unfortunately, the student 
is also engaged in the tutor's strategies. In model 3, which portrays the goal 
of the writing conference, the student is engaged with the source of disso- 
nance, thus developing his or her own problem-solving strategies, and the 
tutor is observing the student 

Psychologists such as L. S. \^gotsky, Jean Piaget, Carl Rogers, and Jerome 
Brxiner have brought into sharper focus a key concept of cognition that is of 
major importance to our understanding of the relationship between the ques- 
tion and learning. By various paths, each of the above psychologists has 
linked the concept of learning involvement with an awareness of dissonance. 
Learning arises out of a puzzlement or question within the individual. It is 
an accepted principle that the degree of learning is directly related to the 
degree of the learner's involvement; however, we find that creating that in- 
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Figure 2. Three models of a tutoring conference. 
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volvement in another person is difficult, if not impossible. Since we are 
aware that for learning to take place, questions must arise within the learner, 
we as tutors try to create a questioning attitude by adopting the traditional 
Socratic method and asking questions. This we should not do. 

In the University of Akron Writing Center, it was long our practice to use 
the question not only as a measuring device to determine the student's level 
of knowledge but as a means of encouraging the student to veibalize or 
elaborate on the strengths and weaknesses of his or her work. To evaluate 
the success of our practice, we planned a small study. 

An analysis of randomly taped sessions at the Writing Center proved en- 
lightening; certain patterns began to appear. For instance, a short-answer 
pattern was established in a first meeting when, in an attempt to create some 
measure of rapport, a tutor asked get-acquainted questions about the student's 
hometown, course of study, future goals, and the like. And though these 
questions were intermingled with relaxed personal reflections from the tu- 
tor, the student gave only short, specific answers. The tapes also revealed 
that the type of questions most used in relation to the student's work were 
those requesting short answers. Out of this sample of 232 questions, 64 per- 
cent were requests for factual information and 23 percent were requests for 
paraphrasing, rereading. Many of these questions were answered in haste by 
the tutor, who did not wait for the student's response. If the information was 
known by the student, the answer came quickly but was limited. At other 
times no answer was given, and the resulting tension remained high until the 
silence was broken. Significantly, it was the tutor who most often broke the 
silence, and very often with another question. 

Disappointed with the large percentage of fact-requesting questions, I 
made the question the next target of study. I found that if we accept the 
theory that learning begins at the point of dissonance or felt need within the 
learner, then the often-used technique of questioning the learner in an at- 
tempt to create learning is not a valid tool for two reasons: (I) ine power 
within the structure of a question and the restrictions of its response can be 
inhibiting, and (2) the necessary felt need for learning involvement is mis- 
placed. 

I found that questions have an inhibiting power through the nature of 
their structure. They require, if not demand, a response for closure; other- 
wise, the tension created by the question remains high and unresolved. An 
additional tension is created simply by responding to the question, for re- 
sponses have limitations or boundaries. In this case the boundaries are deter- 
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mined by the questioner, who thus deprives the student of control. Ques- 
tions requiring factual answers limit responses to facts known only by the 
questioner, the responder, or possibly by both. An analysis or evaluation 
response is limited through the available information ftx>m which to work, 
and until the responder receives some signal from the questioner that he or 
she has given a satisfactory response, the danger of error remains high. Con- 
sequently, the inhibiting power of the question and the boundary limitations 
of the response restrict thinking rather than release it. J. T. Dillon cites eleven 
studies that show question responses are typically brief, a single word or 
phrase, and that as further questions are posed, responses tend to become 
shorter (1978, 56). 

Some types of questions, it seems, have a more inhibiting nature than 
others because decoding carries an emotional as well as informational mes- 
sage. For instance, the "Why" question often receives a hesitant answer or 
the response "I don't know," possibly because it seems to imply error before 
an analysis has begun. In The Helping Interview (1981), Alfred Benjamin 
gives an interesting theory for this phenomenon. It appears that "Why" is 
generally the first question asked of a child when he or she has done some- 
thing wrong, reminding us of the theory that memory apparently travels 
along affective paths, with the "feeling generating memory and memory 
generating feeling." We are all too familiar with the overriding power of the 
emotional message as opposed to the informational message of a teacher's 
marginal notes or questions on a returned paper, which students assume are 
harshly critical even without reading them. Furthermore, understanding what 
the question means is sometimes difficult for the student. After all, there are 
innumerable decoding possibilities based on what the student brings to the 
conference, and the irJiibiting power of a question can be intensified by the 
student's reasoning at that moment. A student may decode the question with 
another question composed around a concern for the reason for the tutor's 
question. A chained sequence of decodings, such as, "Why is he asking that 
question?" or "Why is he asking me that question?" is an intrusion into any 
problem-solving strategies that the student may have had, and the tutor's 
question now has become "Threatening, paralyzing, [embarrassing] or even 
may be considered an attack" G^iHon 1982, 138). Janet Moursund points 
out that the student who hears the question "is not a passive machine, carry- 
ing on a running translation of sound. Listening is an active process in which 
every message fragment is screened and either accepted or rejected (and 
possibly highlighted) so as to fit whatever else is going on in the listener's 
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thoughts and feelings" ( 1976, 83). The tutor has no way of knowing at what 
emotional level the student is attending the question. 

The Writing Center tapes also revealed a separate yet related area of in- 
hibition — the amount of wait-time permitted by the questioner betu'een ques- 
tion and response. In 1974, Mary Budd Rowe published the results of a six- 
year investigation into the influence of teacher/pupil wait-time ranging from 
0.9 seconds to 3-5 seconds. Her analysis of recorded classroom sessions 
revealed that student response changed in ten variables, eight of which ap- 
ply directly to the conference session. Rowe found that with increased wait- 
tune, (1) the length of response increased; (2) unsolicited but appfxjpriate 
responses increased; (3) the failure to respond decreased; (4) confidence, as 
reflected in response, increased; (5) speculative responses increased; (6) 
evidence inferences increased; (7) student questions increased; and (8) re- 
sponses from students rated as slow increased. She also found that as wait- 
time increased, the length of student response increased concurrently with 
inferences connected to evidence. Rowe concluded: "It is as though the 
mapping of experience and thought into language proceeds in pieces. Intru- 
sion between the bursts by another [person] prevents the expression of a 
complete sequence" (1974, 87). Clearly, then, giving students enough time 
to respond is an important part of teaching, and we should r^retch that time 
as much as we can in order to give our students opportunity to think. 

There are many ways of cutting off wait-time, but I believe that the ques- 
tion, by its very nature, is extremely intrusive. It places an extra decoding 
burden on the student, resulting in various degrees of cognitive strain. When 
the student is slow to respond, often the tutor interrupts the student's cogni- 
tive activity with further questioning in an attempt to clarify, intensifying the 
cognitive strain by layering decoding on top of encoding processes. If the 
concepts within the original question are new to the student, his or her de- 
coding processes are somewhat slower, and the encoding into a syntacti- 
cally acceptable response will need more time. Intrusive questions simply 
add extra message sets to be decoded before the student has completed the 
fust. It seems reasonable to assume, then, that unsolicited interference in the 
student's cognitive activity is counterproductive to the intended goal of stu- 
dent cognitive involvement, and that longer wait-time has positive measur- 
able influence on student response; therefore, we should not interrupt our 
students' thinking with further questions. 

The second major reason that the question is not a valid tool for creating 
dissonance in the learner is needs location. When the tutor composes a ques- 
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tion for the student, it is based on the tutor's perception of need within the 
student; consequently, the attention of both student and tutor are focused on 
what the tutor chooses as need. If, on the other hand, the student composes 
the question, it is based on what he or she chooses as need. For instance, if 
the tutor asks, "Why did you put a comma here?" it draws attention to an 
error, or it requests an answer that is rule bound. If, however, the student 
asks, "Do I need a comma here?" he or she has chosen the point of discus- 
sion that is at that moment his or her felt need. 

Some of the literature dealing with the question as a teaching tool con- 
centrates on the cognitive level of expected response, claiming that ques- 
tions structured a given way will elicit responses on a desired level; how- 
ever, Dillon (1982) sheds doubt on the question as a catalyst for predeter- 
mined cognitive activity in anyone other than the questioner. Students often 
respond on a different level tiian expected, giving a short answer when a 
long evaluation is desired, so there is no guarantee that a question will cause 
a predetermined level of response. 

Dillon points out that education is the only profession that considers the 
question a stimulant for higher levels of thinking (129). Professionals such 
as pollsters or trial attorneys use the question to control or inhibit thinking. 
In contrast, such professionals as counselors or psychotherapists, who have 
a purpose similar to that of educators — free expression of thought — pur- 
posefully avoid the question because it inhibits thought and responses. 

Since there are so many negative qualities to the question, iv would seem 
logical to avoid asking questions as much as possible in a tutoring session. 
But how? Dillon and others found that making statements created longer, 
more reflective responses. Paraphrasing by the tutor is excellent because it 
forces the student to consider deep structures, highlighting the success or 
failure of various sections of a written piece. However, the imperative sen- 
tence structure is the most productive strategy for a writing conference. If a 
student is told to explain the assignment made by the teacher, read a section 
aloud, point to the places that are creating discomfort, or experiment by writing 
an idea in different structural styles, then the student will be dealing with his 
or her needs by elaborating, manipulating, and developing strategies for the 
identification and solving of his or her writing problems, which is the goal 
of a writing conference. 

In the next essay in this collection, David Fletcher analyzes a conference 
in which tutor questions played a major role and in which, consequently, the 
student's goals were not discerned, and her problems, left unidentified, were 
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not solved. Asking questions has traditionally been a major component of 
teaching strategies; however, if the student is to become involved with the 
learning experience in a productive manner, the questions must come from 
the student. 
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4 On the Issue of Authority 



David C. Fletcher 
New York University 

What is there in the relationship between the tutor and the student in the 
writing conference that moves the student toward intellectual growth and 
intellectual autonomy? Within this larger question, we must consider a few 
related questions: How is authority manifested? To what extent are authority 
and ownership granted to the student? What is the role of the teacher or tutor 
in accomplishing the empowerment of the student? 

The working premise for the model of transaction between the tutor and 
student in which authority is negotiated and shared is that the purpose of the 
writing instructor should be to take the intentions and the aims of the writer 
seriously and, in doing so, to acknowledge the writer's authority through 
writer-instructor dialogue. 

This model of transaction means that student writers must follow an 
instructor's suggestions only when students decide that these comments as- 
sist them in developing their intentions and meanings. This tenet creates a 
difficult problem for those of us who have been trained to exert authority by 
assuming ownership of the student's text. However, such an exercise of au- 
thority interferes with the intellectual development of our students and should 
therefore be avoided. 

In this essay, I analyze the opening dialogue of a single tutorial session. 
This analysis is designed to enable writing tutors to determine the extent to 
which they are, in fact, granting the writer authority and, conversely, the 
extent to which they are taking away that authority and initiative by telling 
the writer what to say and when and how to do so. This essay differs from 
the other essays in this collection in that they demonstrate the value of tuto- 
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rials by presenting positive examples of tutors who realize that though they 
possess greater technical skills than their students, those assets are valuable 
only if employed by the students to express what they themselves want to 
say. In contrast, this essay shows the value of those approaches that empha- 
size the student's drive to create meaning by putting these expert social strat- 
egies in relief, by showing how a writing conference can founder when the 
tutor loses sight of those principles. Though written independently of JoAnn 
Johnson's essay on the negative effects of questions ir a conference (chapter 
3), the dialogue reported here seems almost to have been written to illustrate 
the harm that interrogation can wreak on a writing conference. In the thirty- 
six exchanges of dialogue, the tutor asks twenty-nine low-level or fact-based 
questions, while the student asks only four questions, all of which are direct 
responses to tutor questions and attempts to clarify his meaning. Johnson 
observes that the question places the questioner in control and requires that 
the questioner s needs be met. The tutor in the following conference de- 
clares his adherence to the principle of granting authority to the writer, but a 
close examination of his words and actions reveals the disparity between his 
ideals and his practice. The following questions guide my analysis of this 
writing conference: 

1. Is attention given to the subjective meanings that the writer brings to 
the session, and is the writer assisted by the tutor in developing these 
meanings? 

2. Does the tutor attend to the writer's purposes and choices? 

3. Is attention given to the disparity or congruency between what the 
writer has written and what he or she intended? 

4. Is the opportunity created within the conference for the writer to clarify 
or refine the relationships between effect and intention? 

5. Are suggestions and strategies offered by the tutor to assist the student 
in developing his or her intentions? 

To determine the answers to these questions, I attend to the differing sub- 
jects that the student (S) and the tutor (T) focus on during the session. By 
differentiating their focal points, I identify points of reference and cues that 
the student provides for the development of her text. These markers enable 
us to judge how well the tutor acknowledges and works with these cues and 
how well he uses his expertise and interpersonal skills to help the student 
with her writing assignment. 
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Tl: Hi. 
S,I: Hi. 

T.2: Now, what can we do today? 

S.2: Well, the assignment . . . 

T3: Ah-eady . . . 

S.3: On a piece of art . . . 

T.4: I didn't hear. . . 

S.4: On a piece of art . . . 

T.5: On a piece of art. What is the assignment? 

S.5: The name of the assignment? 

7:6: Uh hum. 

S.6: Well, basically, we have to respond to a piece of art and try to analyze 

our response. 
T. 7: So it is to respond to a piece of art? 
S. 7: Right, that is the first point . . . 
T.8: And then the second point? 

S. 8: Um, write our response, like how is our response based on our family 
values, what caused you to respond to that piece of art in that man- 
ner? And we also have to do a bit of research, and in our response we 
have to know if the research helped our response, helped in the 
way . . . 

T.9: Which response, the first or the analysis? 

5.9.- Um, if, no, if the research helped our response to a piece of art. Re- 
searching the artist . . . 

T.IO: Do you do the research before you respond, after you respond in 
terms of how you yourself respond to? Where, at what point does the 
research come in? 

S. 10: We were supposed to do research before we start writing our paper, 
but I didn't. I couldn't find anything until after I wrote the first draft. 
So the first draft is simply my interpretation of the piece, my response. 

TII: I think that is the best way to start. 

S. 11: My response . . . 

T.12: Then you can get that one down and then . . . 

5. 12: I did research on Ben Shahn. And basically what I found was . . . 

In lines S.3, S.6, and S.8, the student, by introducing her assignment, 
provides the first cue for the instructor to become involved in the text. But 
the tutor does not pursue the student's understanding of the meaning that she 
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has made of the assignment Just as Johnson predicts, exploration of the 
student's use of the assignment is curtailed by the tutor's pattern of ques- 
tions beg^Bning with T.5 and ccHitinuing through T. 10. Each time the student 
attempts to explain the assignment and formulate her interpretation (S.8 and 
S.9), the tutor ( T. 10, T. 1 1, and T. 12) uses a comment or question to redirect 
the writing conference. Interestingly, the tutor did not follow the advice that 
he was giving the student about the need to develop her own interpretation. 
He appears to be using his conversational turns to assert ownership of the 
session. 

The next portion of the conference shows a similar struggle for domi- 
nance: 

TI3: Wait, wait, let's, let's, let me ask you a couple questions and then we 

can come back to what your research is. 
5.75; Okay 

T14: So what, what is the purpose of your text? 

S.14: You mean the assignment? 

T15: Yes, the, what is the purpose of your paper? 

5. 75; To, what should I say? To look at the piece and that is it. 

Again, as in the previous exchange, the tutor initiates a series of questions, 
which take the student away from her attempts to discuss the assignment in 
S.ll and S.12, "I did research on Ben Shahn. And basically what I found 
was . . ." Clearly, the tutor is establishing his own agenda with this series of 
questions that take the student away from a discussion of her writing to a 
discussion of the tutor's concerns. This exchange and the questions that fol- 
low lay out a pattern of rhetorical questions whose meanings for the student 
are not actively investigated. At T. 13, "Wait, wait, let's, let's, let me ask you 
a couple questions and then we can come back to what your research is," we 
see the tutor's preference for his questions rather than for the student's ex- 
ploration and development of the assignment. In response toT. 14, "So what, 
what is the purpose of your text?" we see that the student (S. 14 and S. 15) 
does not understand this question and again gives an explanation for the 
assignment. In S.12 and S.15 she provides the tutor with another cue to 
show that she has interpreted the assignment and is attempting to use her 
interpretation. Thus far, the tutor's attention has not been on developing the 
student's meaning but on his own distracting questions and comments. 
The stn\ggle for control is further developed in the following exchanges: 
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T.16: And who in your sense . . . 
5.76; Very complex . . . 

T 1 7: Pardon, the analysis of this response? I see. Who is your sense of the 
audience for this? 

S,17: Very small. I basically write for most of the time for my class, my 
fellow students. 

T.18: Who would you say is the first audience and who would you say is 

second audience? 
5. 18: Number one is the class and number two is the teacher. 
T.19: That is quite a change from last term, isn't it? 
5. 79; Yes, because . . . 

T.20: Can you sense the change when you write? 

5.20; Of course, because when you write you have to be more formal. And 

if you write for the class it s much freer and easier style. 
T.21: Not as much anxiety, doesn't cause as much anxiety? 
S.27; No, not as much pressure. 

T.22: So you have an easy, it sounds like you have an easier time getting 

your ideas down and worked out? 
5.22; Right. 

This passage, in which the tutor continues a series of questions unrelated to 
the issues that the student has raised, demonstrates the unfortunate effect of 
his habitual questioning pattern. The tutor and the student pursue indepen- 
dent tracks, forcing the student to assume the responsibility of avoiding dis- 
tractions and keeping the conference on target. When the student observes 
that her task is "very complex," the tutor s formulaic response, "I see,'' im- 
plies comprehension, but nothing of the sort has been manifest in the tutor's 
interchanges with the student. 

The exchange about the audience choice and lessened anxiety (T.17 
through S.22) is built on the tutor's previous experience with the student 
when she could not write because of her extreme anxiety over a teacher's 
evaluation. However, the relationship of her previous anxiety to the lesson 
at hand is not articulated. What might the student have learned in this ex- 
change thus far? No doubt, the student gets the message that the tutor's ques- 
tions, not the student's meanings or interpretations, are of primary impor- 
tance. The pedagogy practiced here is ren\iniscent of the traditional trans- 
mission model of teaching described by Paolo Freire in which the teacher 
asks the questions and the student attempts to answer or ignore them ( 1970, 
58). 
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The next section of the dialogue demonstrates that the tutor again misses 
cues and delays the student's efforts to construct a meaningful text: 

T.23: Okay, complicated little assignment, isn't it? 
S,23: [Laughs] 

T.24: Okay, how much time have you spent on this? 
S.24; So far? 
7:25; Yes. 

S.25: Well, let s see. I did it on Sunday, so I spent about an hour writing the 
second draft and I took time. 

T.26: And how much time studying it, researching it, and . . . 

S.26: Research, I spent about one-half hour, I spent finding the book be- 
cause it, the library in the art section, these kids take out books and 
they don't put them back in the right order on the shelf. And I couldn't 
find anything. And I spent about one-half hour finding the book, and 
say three-quarters hour reading it. There wasn't much on the artist. 
And, um, so I should say three-quarters of an hour. And I took an 
hour and a half to write the paper and on the second draft. About 
three hours on the assignment. Because it wasn't hard; it wasn't hard 
to respond, to write my response to it. 

T.27: Um, so you started out by writing your response? 

S,27: Yes, what I felt the painting meant. 

T28: Gives you a chance to, to put into your own words your analyses 
before you read someone else. Okay, what would be helpful for me 
to do when you read your paper? 

The last entry of this exchange, T.28, is an important point at which to start. 
The tutor can claim to have acknowledged that the student's interpretation is 
important: ''Gives you a chance to, to put into your own words your analy- 
ses before you read someone else. . . ." However, this advice has not been 
followed thus far through the session. For example, the tutor's first state- 
ment to the student, "Okay, complicated little assignment, isn't it?" devalues 
the student's efforts to tackle the assignment and to make sense of it. In 
effect, the authority of the tutor has dominated this in the same way that the 
critic's interpretation is often given priority by a reader of a text. The tutor 
continues to direct his questions away from the meaning of the assignment 
toward matters of secondary importance, such as the amount of time the 
student spent on research. Even when the student establishes that she has 
spent three hours with the assignment, the tutor neither acknowledges nor 
credits this effort. Why the tutor gathered this information is not explained 
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to the student, nor is she complimented for demonstrating a high level of 
commitment to the assignment. What does the information gathered by the 
tutor tell him about the student's efforts to accomplish the assignment and 
her investment in the assignment? What does the tutor understand about the 
student's statement that the assignment was not hard nor the assignment 
hard to respond to (S.26)? Although the answers to these questions are diffi- 
cult to determine, it seems clear that the purpose of the questioning, thus far, 
is to enable the tutor to gain control of the session. The tutor evinces no 
commitment to understanding the student's efforts to make a meaningful 
response to the assignment. 

The final set of exchanges shows the continuing frustration of the student's 
efforts to get her tutor to assist her in elaborating her meaning: 

S.28: Urn, I think it would be helpful if you, you get what I meant, what, if 
you get the gist of what I am trying to interpret out and if you think 
that I should mention, if you think I should mention any aspect of 
Ben Shahn s life that might relate to his painting. I don't know if I 
should mention that because I haven't mentioned about his lifestyle, 
or his childhood, or that he had a religious adaptation, or things like 
that. So, he did do quite a lot for children in America when he came 
here around the 1890s, and he found it strange that children didn*t 
know what to do to read the Bible. 

T29: He is from Russia? 

S.29: Russia. 

T.30: Okay, all right. So that means, basically, do I understand the meaning 

of your writing, of your ideas? 
S.30: He likes to write about social aspects, social human relations, and 

things like that. 

T.31: And so the question is, does that relate to your analysis of tliis paint- 
ing? Is this his painting? {pointing to the print} *The Third Allegory"? 

S.SI: To tell you the truth, when I first started with this painting, I wanted 
to know what I was doing so I checked the word, the perfect meaning 
of allegory. I came up with the, that it is supposed to be a symbolic 
representation of, of, you know, that would be meaningful to human 
beings. Yes, so I kept, I started to do this. I started to look for sym- 
bolic figures like the Ten Commandments, for example, so I started. 
Then I went onto the animal to make sure, a lion, a wolf, or some- 
thing, or the fleece of a sheep and the legs look like a pig oi* a dog. I 
don't know, a disguise, you know, people do not always come to you 
as they appear to be. But, urn, I, so I interpreted that as being bad 
people, and this is being good, this guy [during this time she has 
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been pointing to figures in the painting], I said this guy was herald- 
ing the good news, chat, um, good will finally overcome evil And the 
buildings in the back appear to be buildings, but if you look closely 
you will see the crosses at the top. And they seem to be different 
religions. I don*t know. 

T.32: So the figure of the animal, is being a deception? 

5.32; A deception, right. 

T33: Um, the Ten Commandments, here, the man heralding the good news, 
being the Ten Commandments and in the background you have, um, 
steeples, actually. 

S.33: Right. And I was also looking at the color coat. I don^t know if that 

has to do with Joseph. 
T34: Um, multicolored, because it ^rtainly is there. 
S.34: Yes, there is color and this i5 black-and-white. 
T35: Um. 

5.35; I don't know if that is different races. He, he liked to do, you know, a 
lot, you know, he liked to use a lot of colors. I think it could represent 
the different races. 

T36: Um, why don't you go ahead and read the paper and we can talk 
about it with respect to your analysis, why you gave the analysis, 
reasons, and the, um, look at your research. Okay? 

5.36: Research, where did I put it? Okay, Til start. 

Once again, the tutor initiates questions and comments (T.28, T.29, T.30, 
and T.3 1) which the student either ignores or answers briefly. I>espite these 
interruptions, though, the student shows (S.28, S.30, and S.31) that she is 
determined to continue her attempts to understand the painting and the rela- 
tionship of the painter's life to the painting. Yet the tutor (T.29 and T32) 
does not respond to the efforts of the student to make sense of the painting. 
His priority from lines T.28 through S.32 seems once again to be to maintain 
control of the session by asking questions, rather than to engage the student 
in a discussion of the ideas that she presents in almost every comment that 
she makes. 

In S.28, the student requests the tutor's help in two high-level areas. First, 
she would like him to verify whether she has communicated what she in- 
tended ("I think it would be helpful if you ... get the gist of what I am trying 
to interpret"). Second, she would like his assistance in developing her inten- 
tions. Specifically, she needs strategies for integrating material about the 
author's life into the text. The student has risen to the occasion; she could 
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not provide more powerful or more direct clues for the tutor to assist her in 
gaining authorship of her text. 

At this point, this student needs to have the tutor step back, just as Paula 
Oye does in chapter 11, and permit the student to present and explore the 
plans that she has conceived for this piece of writing. The student appears to 
have a nascent vision of the shape that the essay might take. Often, even for 
the most skilled writers, such views fade quickly; she needs help in solidify- 
ing her view before it melts away. This is the critical moment of this confer- 
ence; unfortunately, it is the student, not the tutor, who dem.onstrates the 
greater expertise, the better sense of what the writing task demands. She 
attempts to fill in the void created by the tutor's neglect of his responsibility. 
The tutor misses this opportunity that the student has created when he an- 
swers her request by asking a low-level factual question (T.29: "He is from 
Russia?") rather than by directly answering the student's requests. The tutor 
responds (T.30) only to the first part of the student's dual request; he ignores 
her request for strategies to integrate the information about the painter's life 
into the interpretation of the painting. The tutor's respotise is merely rhetori- 
cal and is not actualized. The student has been discussing (S.28 and S.31) 
her tentative interpretation of the painting and the possible relationships of 
the painter's life to this painting, but these topics are not further explored by 
the tutor. The student's attention is given both to the possibilities of the rela- 
tionship of Shahn's life to meanings of the painting and to meanings of the 
painting built from the student's interpretation of symbolic representations. 
She ignores the tutor's question (T.31, "Is this his painting?") and continues 
on with her explanations. In actuality, the student is following the tutor's 
advice to develop her own response and interpretation (T. 1 1 and T.28), but 
the tutor's efforts are directed toward maintaining control of the transaction, 
which, in effect, invalidates his advice. What is the student learning about 
the value of her ideas if the tutor does not directly attend to them or investi- 
gate them with the student? 

In lines S.33 to S.35 there is a short exchange between the tutor and the 
student about the student's interpretation of the colors in the painting. How- 
ever, this is ended after eight brief exchanges with the tutor's directive for 
the student to read her text, T.36, But the student has been discussing her 
text, forming her text, in an effort to develop her interpretation of the paint- 
ing and her understanding of the relationship of the painter's life to the mean- 
ings of the painting. The text that the student brought with her is a draft 
which incorporates many of her responses to the tutor. During the confer- 
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ence, by means of her efforts to discuss her ideas with the tutor, the student 
was striving to develop her text. 

Throughout these excerpts from the writing conference, the tutor's atten- 
tion was given to the establishment of his authority through questions that 
consistently interfered with an adequate response to the material presented 
by the student. We have seen the tutor fail to grant the student ownership and 
authority of her ideas and developing text, 

I would argue that to overcome deficiencies exhibited in this conference, 
we must respect students' authority as writers and grant them ownership of 
their texts. In chapter 8, Patrick Slattery shows that this task incorporates 
dual responsibilities: we must problematize or challenge students' thinking 
in order to keep them writing, and yet we must avoid telling them what, 
when, or why they are to write. Authorit>' and ownership have been granted 
to the student writers when we: 

1. Talk directly with writers about their ideas. 

2. Discuss how we understand or misunderstand their ideas. 

3. Explain our confusions and questions about what has been said. 

4. Locate and identify strategies with the writers that continue their think- 
ing and writing. 

5. Present different points of view and perspectives that continue tlie writ- 
ers' thinking and writing. 

Through the analysis of writing conferences we can begin to recognize, 
acknowledge, and, where necessaty, change the nature and intentions of our 
actions as teachers in order to help our students grow intellectually and gain 
independence as thinkers and writers. 
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The interaction between novice and expert is often characterized by a sort of 
pushing and pulling or, as Patrick Slattery describes it in his essay in this 
section, supporting and challenging. Students often begin their university 
education with a writing strategy that has gotten them through their first 
twelve years of schooling, but that seems to have become a hindrance in 
their thirteenth year. Many students receive cues from their instructors that 
their writing skills are not adequate for the demands that they now face. 
Students are agonized by a desire to improve their skills and a reluctance to 
abandon practices that have benefited them. The resulting tension perme- 
ates all aspects of postsecondaiy writing instruction, including the relation 
between students and tutors. The students' need to economize effort and 
assess risk must be respected. Before turning their backs on their past strate- 
gies, students need to be shown the efficacy of new strategies. Students must 
be convinced that the effort that they put into mastering new skills will be 
appropriately rewarded because, as Giyoo Hatano and Kayoko Inagaki point 
out, understanding new processes requires much time and effort (1987, 36). 
The social setting of the writing conference, with its close interaction be- 
tween novice and expert^ is particularly well suited to this task. 

The writing conference can provide an opportunity for cognitive appren- 
ticeship, which is an especially powerful setting for learning because it in- 
corporates the following featares: 

• learning is situated in a social context 

• both novice and expert are active participants in the learning environ- 
ment 

• cognitive processes are externalized and displayed for inspection 
(Collins, Brown, and Newman 1989) 
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In this section the focus is on the cognitive processes that are being com- 
municated by the tutor and acquired by the student. As studies of the differ- 
ences between novices and experts demonstrate (Anderson 1987; Perkins 
and Salomon 1989; Voss 1989), experts build their competence on their 
knowledge of the domain, their knowledge of strategies appropriate to the 
domain, and their skill in applying their knowledge at the appropriate mo- 
ment. The writing conference draws some of its strength from its ability to 
offer immediate feedback, which supports the students' skills and assists 
them in determining how best to make use of their skills. Novices need this 
assistance because oftentimes their knowledge is inert (Bransford et al. 1989; 
Whitehead 1929). Presented with appropriate clues, they can perform com- 
petently, but they do not know when to apply their skills. Thomas Schmitzer, 
writing in this section, presents an insightful description of how an expert 
can assist a student in activating knowledge that the student possesses but 
lacks the skills to use. Schmitzer describes a student who is relating his ex- 
periences of a trip through Europe but who is reluctant to break out of the 
chronological structure of the trip and make associations between those events 
and his political and historical observations. Schmitzer recognizes the limi- 
tations that the student is imposing on himself, and assists him in breaking 
through these limitations. The student wants to tell his experiences; Schmitzer 
encourages him to transform them. 

Schmitzer is moving this student writer toward greater expertise. Signs 
of expertise manifest themselves differently in various domains, but in gen- 
eral as novices progress, they acquire greater knowledge, more strategies, 
and more skill in applying that knowledge appropriately. Dreyfus and Dreyfus 
suggest a useful outline of the steps that usually mark the progress toward 
expertise, the chief features of which are the following: 

1. Novice: applies general strategies with little regard for context 

2. Advanced Beginner: acquires more domain-specific strategies, which 
have beep ieamed by applying general strategies in specific situations 

3. Competent Practitioner: relies less on general strategies and more on 
appropriate selection of domain-specific strategies 

4. Proficient Practitioner: goes beyond reliance on general strategies and 
begins to apply appropriate strategies without consciously analyzing 
and decomposing situations 

5. Expert: demonstrates fluid performance, almost unconscious applica- 
tion of strategies, automaticity; possesses a large repertoire of situa- 
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The goal in writing instruction is to move students toward expertise, to see 
them develop into advanced beginners and competent or proficient practi- 
tioners. 

Each of the four essays in this section demonstrates how experts work 
with students to capitalize on the pedagogical richness of the writing confer- 
ence. Thomas Schmitzer's essay, "Looking for Clues," describes how his 
conversation with a student about the phrase "streets lined with reminis- 
cences" produced an instructional epiphany. The student's text dealt witii 
his U.S. Air Force tour of duty in Europe, and in this writing the concept of 
reminiscences seemed for Schmitzer to intrude without warning. When he 
first mentioned the possibility of exploring the memories associated with 
those streets, the student was uncertain. His outline had no place for a di- 
gression into past associations. He had constructed a neat form that achieved 
directness by denying complexity; thus, he inadvertently gave his piece the 
two-dimensional flatness often noticed in the writing of novices. However, 
because of the social and cognitive dynamics of the conference, the writer 
and tutor were able to probe the significance of this phrase. As they investi- 
gated the phrase, a host of associations surfaced, and these connections, in 
turn, suggested a new, more complex and rewarding purpose for the student *s 
text. 

The tutor's expertise performed three key functions: it alerted the student 
to anomalies in his text; it encouraged him to take the risk of exploring these 
anomalies; and it supported him in the task of integrating newly discovered 
information into his essay. 

Each of the other essays in this section shows experts researching and 
examining their practice of developing strategies that will give beginning 
writers increased control of their text and their writing process. At times, 
novices inadvertently distance themselves from the message that they would 
like to convey by relying on the limiting rhetorical patterns that they have 
used previously. Marcia Hurlow, Maiy King, and Patrick Slattery all resist 
the students' attempts to achieve a simple solution to their rhetorical prob- 
lems. Tne students' naive strategies neatly fit into Marlene Scardamalia and 
Carl Bereiter's description of the knowledge-telling approach to writing, 
while the experts' intervention in every case pushes the students toward a 
knowledge-transformation method of writing. Scardamalia and Bereiter point 
out the following essential traits of **knowledge telling": 
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1. Topical coherence: each sentence deals with the same broad topic, 
though each sentence may not connect with those around it 

2. Superficially coherent structure 

3. Topical homogenization: one rhetorical strategy (beginning, middle, 
end) is applied to all topics 

4. Writing equated with recalling: the primary cognitive activity is re- 
calling what occurred or recalling opinions 

5. Minimal planning, goal setting, and problem solving 

6. Limited revising (1986, 65) 

When combined, these ingredients constitute a writing method that will en- 
able the student to compose a limited response to any rhetorical demand. 
Understandably, students seem anxious about abandoning their practiced 
approaches because they are not yet fully convinced of the inadequacy of 
these approaches and because they do not know what can replace such ap- 
proaches. 

The psychological implications of this uncertainty that novices confront 
come across in Marcia Hurlow's essay, "Experts with Life, Novices with 
Writing." She recognizes that writing difficulties have ontological signifi- 
cance and that even when addressing matters seemingly as superficial as 
syntax, skilled tutors must consider their students' psychological as well as 
rhetorical resources. Her recognition of the sociocognitive aspect of the writ- 
ing conference leads her to craft rhetorical practices that enable these writ- 
ers to communicate more clearly and accurately the complexity of their think- 
ing and experience. 

Mary King and Patrick Slattery also direct their efforts toward construct- 
ing conferencing strategies that will enable writers to overcome indepen- 
dently the restrictions diat hamper their writing. One serious barrier that 
impedes beginning writers is that they lack the specialized intellectual tools, 
the heuristics, that experienced writers can employ to serve the dual purpose 
of revealing the complex aspects of a topic and offering a rhetorical frame- 
work for expressing those insights. By equipping their students with these 
resources, both King and Slattery are moving their students away from the 
knowledge-telling strategy of novices to the knowledge-transforming strat- 
egy of experts, which is characterized by these features: 

1. Skillfully managing cognitive behaviors associated with writing, such 
as generating ideas and editing 
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2. Searching memory in an organized manner, iising heuristics to 
problematize writing tasks 

3. Enveloping a mental image of the text to assist in reviewing and plan- 
ning (Scardamalia and Bereiter 1986, 68) 

The miplicaticms of choosing a knowledge-telling appK)ach over a knowl- 
edge-transforming approach can be seen in Maiy King's essay, "What Can 
Students Say about Poems? Reader RespcMise in a Conference Setting," in 
which she gives an account of a student who has rejected the opportunity to 
take possession of a writing assignment to discuss Robert Frost's "The Silken 
Tent." Rather than run the risk of going beyond his perception of the teacher 's 
implied constraints and creating meaning for himself, Uie student chooses to 
produce a text that is superficially coherent but at heart meaningless. The 
difficulties and choices diat *iiis writing assignment placed before this stu- 
dent are quite conmion. Frequently, students lack the skill and confidence to 
produce an authentic response that can both convey their experience with 
the poem and satisfy their instructor. To assist students in coping more suc- 
cessfully with literature-based writing assignments, King turns to reader- 
response criticism to develop a heuristic that will give students the assur- 
ance and the means needed to incorporate their own experience into their 
discussions of literary texts. 

A similar dynamic works itself out in Patrick Slatteiy's essay, "Using 
Conferences to Help Students Write Multiple-Source Papers." He, too, rec- 
ognizes that his students are stymied by the complexity of writing assign- 
ments. After reviewing intellectual development theory, Slattery develops a 
tutorial strategy that affirms students in their areas of competence by sin- 
gling out their successful practices for support and that assists them in in- 
creasing their competence by challenging them to take the risk of trying new 
approaches. 

The essays in this section capture the contributions that experts can make 
to the beginning writer's efforts to move beyond a limited repertoire of writ- 
ing strategies toward a more sophisticated repertoire. They show teachers 
and students working together to assist the students in perceiving the intri- 
cacy of their writing tasks and in expressing that vision. 
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5 Looking for Ques 



Thomas C. Schmitzer 
Youngstown State University 

One of the great advantages of one-to-one conferences in writing is that they 
present golden opportunities for seizing the teachable moment, that instance 
when a student feels the need to learn something new about the practice of 
writing. At such a time, the student is ready to transcend old Iiabits, to de- 
velop new, more sophisticated writing strategies to replace the general strat- 
egies which until this time have served for all writing tasks. But even though 
the student is ready, support and guidance are needed to help the student 
develop, recognize, and practice the new strategy. 

I have found that students want to make their writing more clear and 
significant for themselves and their readers, especially if the topic is some- 
thing which matters to them. It often happens, however, that in the course of 
developing a subject, other ideas begin to obtrude themselves upon the nar- 
rative, ideas which sometimes do not relate to evolving sentences and para- 
graphs. To a novice, these appear to be simple intrusions, to be ignored or 
eliminated — but they may be clues to a new direction, fertile suggestions 
lying just beneath the consciousness of the writer. 

Seasoned writers understand how to look for clues and how to develop 
these clues to th^^.ir advantage. Student writers can be shown how to look for 
clues in their owi. writing or how to be on the alert for sudden switches in 
direction which may signal an impulse toward the creative. They can be 
taught to observe patterns in the text, recurring phrases or tendencies in re- 
lated directions, which, while not directly pertaining to the subject of the 
composition, nevertheless may be clues to an arena of expression which the 
student had not consciously intended to enter. 

An example of this type of growth occurred when a student from an ad- 
vanced course in composition came to the Youngstown State University 
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Writing Center to work on his writing independently of his coursework. He 
was interested in learning to develop his ideas, to give his writing a more 
interesting slant He was ready to move beyond the familiar writing strate- 
gies which had carried him successfully to this point in his schooling, for he 
had achieved a level of intellectual development which now showed these 
strategies to be inadequate and limiting. After some discussion, we agreed 
that he should develop an essay on some topic that he was interested in 
recounting. He had recently returned from an extended tour in Germany, 
where he had served with the U.S. Air Force, and this experience had im- 
pressed him. He wanted to write about Germany, the wine, the culture, the 
Roman ruins that he had seen, and all of his experiences in that new envi- 
ronment. 

In the course of developing this essay, the student produced a line that 
struck me as significant: ''Before seeing the Black Gate,** he wrote, "Rome 
was just a word in my vocabulary, but actually seeing this relic of Roman 
times gave a new definition to the word." The essay continued on after this 
announcement, left behind the Black Gate, and spoke now of travel-folder 
descriptions in which the student used the phrase "streets lined with remi- 
niscences." I stopped at this plirase and asked what he meant by it. Although 
the paragraph appeared to have the conventional purpose of describing the 
German town of Trier, the student's discussion of the reminiscences and 
what he had intended by this word indicated that he had not left behind the 
Black Gate, nor the impressions that he had experienced when he wrote, 
''Rome was just a word in my vocabulary." 

The student explained that the reminiscences which he had in mind were 
tied to high school history classes in which he had learned about Roman 
civilization. Recalling the streets of Trier, layered as they were with the sedi- 
ments of past cultures, brought home to him the extent of tlie empire erected 
by the Caesars. This is what he had been thinking about when he wrote 
"streets lined with reminiscences." I suggested that he expand this phrase to 
better explain what he had intended; talking out his memories spurred him 
on, but he was worried that he might stray from the outline that he had drawn 
up to guide his writing. Outlining, a prewriting strategy taught to him in high 
school, had carried him this far, and the idea of violating this trusted practice 
created anxiety. Nevertheless, he went on working, but only with continual 
encouragement to do so. "Outlines are guides," I suggested, "not mandates." 

I hoped that in exploring the intrusive idea, the student would discover 
the very kinds of material that he wanted in his writing: development of 
ideas rather than simple chronology, which would give his writing the more 
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interesting start that he was after. After all, I reasoned, one skill that sepa- 
rates novice from expert writers is that of being able to distinguish tangents 
from fertile new directions. When students first begin to develop advanced 
writing skills, they tend to be cautious in deviating from their plans. Since 
their earlier writing was often rambling and loosely structured, once they 
develop some facility in organizing their ideas, they become fearful of devi- 
ating from their declared purpose. This caution results in conventional, pre- 
dictable, lifeless prose. They reject more advanced, risky, and rewarding 
strategies, such as exploring alternatives that might either become dead ends 
or force them to restructure their conception of the writing assignment Hubert 
Dreyfus and Stuart Dreyfus describe this as the advanced beginner stage 
(1986, 50). Novices have mastered a few strategies and apply them whether 
or not they are relevant. Novices need assistance in moving on to the level of 
competent practitioner, which will be marked by a more specific application 
of strategies and a greater ability to discern the barren from the fertile idea. 

When my student finished unpacking the meaning hidden in his casual 
use of the term reminiscences, he had completed two pages of additional 
recollections and questions; he had extended the experience of his visit by 
recalling and reflecting on the intellectual experience. Now it became clear 
that the memories ot me Roman Black Gate served to provoke questions 
concerning Roman "expansionist policy'' and practices of "imperialism" 
which "intrude upon foreign soil.'' He further questioned in his writing why 
the Romans were not content with their own country and wealth, why they 
had to send soldiers abroad to occupy lands that were not their own. In short, 
probing his confrontations with a Roman ruin in a German town transformed 
the information that he recalled and led this former soldier, back from his 
stay in occupied Germany, to question governmental policies past and present. 

Here were the rudimentary stirrings of a historic consciousness in the 
process of becoming aware of itself. Here, too, both student and instructor 
gained insight into the significance of looking for clues, as the student learned 
a new strategy for finding material in his draft on which to reflect, to create 
the significance and interest that he wanted his writing to display. 
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6 Experts with Life, 
Novices with Writing 



Marcia L. Hurlow 
Asbury College 

As more students over thirty years of age return to college, we are discover- 
ing more about their writing problems and processes, which in some aspects 
are distinct from those of the more traditional younger college students. Of- 
ten older students are painfully aware of the difference between their writ- 
ing abilities and those of expert writers, and seek the simplest, most risk-free 
means of reducing that difference. Many of these students, alarmed when 
they find themselves placed in a regular or an advanced composition class, 
question their instructors about whether they belong in a remedial class in- 
stead. They are often dubious when instructors explain that not only do col- 
lege aptitude tests suggest that writing skills of high school students were 
better when these older students graduated than in recent years, but also that 
their more extensive life experiences will make them better writers. 

During my study of syntactic development among freshman composi- 
tion students, which was supported by a grant from the National Endow- 
ment for the Humanities, I found two major writing problems among writ- 
ing students over thirty: choppy, syntactically oversimplified sentences, and 
rambling, inappropriately embedded sentences. Both problems seem to arise, 
in part, from the writer's insecurity about writing. In this essay I briefly 
describe two kinds of students whose insecurity is high and describe appro- 
priate intervention strategies for solving their resulting writing problems. 

Arnold H. Buss in his book Self-Consciousness and Social Afixiety (1980) 
explains that most adults outside of school do not frequently communicate 
at length in speech or writing and that most adults report fear of an audience. 
According to Buss: 
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The reported feelings of audience anxiety are similar to those of 
any strong fear anguish, tension, and apprehension, which at times 
reach the intensity of panic and terror. TTiere are two kinds of worry. 
One is simply evaluation anxiety, a fear of performing poorly and of 
failing. This fear of failure is common to all situations involving evalu- 
ation: a job interview, a test, or a school or work assignment . . . 

The second kird of worry is that of being rejected as a person. 
The speaker is concerned mainly about whether he will be liked and 
appreciated . . . The point here is that [an adult] is usually subject to 
two kinds of scrutiny by the audience. One kind, causing him to fo- 
cus on his performance, may cause evaluaticMi anxiety. The second 
kind, causing him to focus on himself, may cause acute public self- 
awareness, a concern over his appearance or behavior. (167) 

For older students, this anxiety-producing situation is often heightened 
by the circumstances which brought them to college. M teenagers, students 
may have thought that even high school was superfluous for the jobs that 
they planned to have as aiults. Only later do they realize that they need 
additional training. My own older students have come to college under such 
traumatic circumstances as being fired, divorced, widowed, or disabled both 
physically and mentally and thus unable to perform the tasks of their previ- 
ous employment; still another reason was converting to Oiristianity and be- 
ing called to preach or to become a missionary. They come to school hoping 
to facilitate or to resolve the situation in which they find themselves and 
instead face further disquieting and disorienting obstacles in college. 

Of course, not every nontraditional student will be anxious about writing, 
and many of those who are will mask their anxiety to protect their self- 
image, further complicating their writing problems: 

Like the Russian Matreshka dolls that nest neatly inside one an- 
other, students' intimate, imaginative feelings about what they . . . 
write remain hidden, covered by their larger, more public selves. There- 
fore, students' personal gifts, their singular ways of interpreting the 
world, go unnoticed by educators as the lines are drawn between pri- 
vate imaginative experiences and public academic expression. 
(Chiseri-Strater 1991, xvi-xvii) 

Therefore, I developed an indirect elicitation test for insecurity and admim's- 
tered it to a group of students. A theoretical explanation of the test appears 
elsewhere (see Hurlow 1981). Then I examined the test results and samples 
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of writing from the over-thiity students. Samples of writing were taken from 
the students' freewriting journals and graded essays. 

The freewriting journals were the pieces of writing closest to the stu- 
dents' unmonitored competence that I, as a teacher, was able to collect Stu- 
dents knew that they were to write five pages a week in their journals, which 
would be graded on quantity alone, not on grammar, organization, diction, 
unity, or any other quality of writing. Although journals from this age group 
seldom had the very personal, diarylike qualities of the younger students, 
these writings generally were less reserved in tone and subject matter than 
their classroom essays, which I understood as indicating that evaluation anxi- 
ety was less intense in the freewriting journals. 

To study students' self-monitoring, I examined their first graded compo- 
sitions during that quarter and determined each sentence's T-unit, which "con- 
sists of a principal clause and any subordinate clause or nonclausal structure 
attached to or embedded in it" (O'Hare 1973, 10). I calculated the average 
length and syntactic complexity of sentences in both the essays and the jour- 
nals. To determine the average length of the sentences, I counted the number 
and types of sentence embeddings from among the sixteen basic types in 
English. I also counted the number of embeddings which were ill-formed, 
by standard criteria. 

Before sorting the students by age and gender, I correlated anxiety level 
with T-unit length and complexity and observed the following: First, stu- 
dents with higher insecurity had a longer average T-unit in their essays as 
compared to that in the journals. Second, students with higher insecurity 
used fewer clause types in their sentences. The correlation was smaller for 
the journals than for the essays. Third, pertaining to the correlation between 
average length of T-units and number of clause types: the T-units in the jour- 
nals had a higher positive correlation with the number of clause types than 
those in the essays did. 

Thus, there is a significant correlation between the number of clause types 
and number of words per T-unit and a student's linguistic insecurity. Further, 
the insecure students often have strikingly less sophisticated writing (by these 
syntactic measures) in essays for the teacher than in their journal entries. 
Linguistic insecurity also increased the difference between the journal and 
the essays in quality of syntactic structures, detail of examples, and general 
fluency. For most students, these aspects of writing are usually higher in the 
journals than in the essays, but the essays fall increasingly short in these 
qualities when the students are insecure. As their confidence builds, these 
qualities become more evident in their essays. 
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Nontraditional Female Students 

As I added the students' age and gender to the correlations, more results 
emerged that matched the intuitions of many of my fellow composition teach- 
ers. First, among a high percentage of the older female students, the most 
common syntactic correlate of insecurity was choppy, repetitive, syntacti- 
cally oversimplified sentences. Clauses were more often conjoined than sub- 
ordinated. One of my colleagues recentiy came to me with the example 
below. He was baffled that an apparentiy intelligent woman, active in her 
community and church, would have written like this: 

Starting Kindergarten 

When my daughter started Kindergarten, I was really proud and 
also proud of her. I was proud last year when she went into Nursxiry 
School and especially proud when she had her graduation from 
Nursury School. But, I think I was most proud when she started Kin- 
dergarten, s«nce Kindergarten, to me, seems like she is "growing up" 
because she is able to start school as well as being able to do a lot 
more on her own than she has ever been able to do before. This event 
took place about two weeks ago when I took her in to be registered at 
the Wilmore Elementary School here in Wilmore. It took place be- 
cause it was time for her to start school since she was of age. I think 
that it shows a child is "growing up** when they can start school. I 
was proud because I was really happy and excited. . . . 

Although this is the most repetitive example I have, it represents the quali- 
ties of syntax in my other case studies. This piece is also representative of 
older female writing students in that it exhibits evaluation anxiety. TTiis stu- 
dent feels adequate as a person and, obviously, feels good about herself as a 
mother. However, in writing for her teacher, a kindly thirty-year-old man 
whose office is decorated witli pages from his own young children's color- 
ing books, she fears that her writing will not meet his expectations. She has 
simplified her thought in this short essay in order to "play safe'' in the face of 
her teacher's evaluation. 

In working with students experiencing evaluation anxiety, it is useful to 
begin with samples of the writers' unevaluated work and praise its strengths. 
After pointing out good qualities in the writing, it is fruitful to question the 
writers about the content in one or two of their short sentences, eliciting 
subordinated statements from the writers and having them write the new 
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sentences, examining the relations between the parts. For this group of stu- 
dents in particular, grammar lessons, sentence combining, or other drills which 
focus on students* sentence-level deficiencies are often counterproductive, 
promotir^f, continued distrust of their native competency and creating de- 
pendency on the teacher as an outside expert. Using sentence-combining 
techniques with the students* own work as the target sentences, however, 
can be useful. 

I spend extra time with these women, talking about their lives. All older 
students need to know that their instructors respect them as adults and rec- 
ognize the difference between them and the eighteen year olds in the same 
class. As we talk, I look for other areas of expertise in their lives which I 
have a personal need to understand. This personal link, which Paula Oye 
describes in chapter 1 1 as initially productive with her student Diane, is even 
more useful with older students, who have jobs, families, or other responsi- 
bilities and who can better identify with their instructors than with stu^ ents 
of the more traditional college age. For example, the student may have chil- 
dren. I am a new mother, and my daughter has two teeth about to come in. 
My student could help me by writing an essay in answer to my questions: 
How did you make your children comfortable during this time? Did you use 
ointments? Is it useful to put teething rings in the refrigerator? Can you tell 
me about it in writing? By making the assignment more transactional and by 
creating a specific, knowable audience, the instructor allows the student to 
tap into his or her own expertise for a real purpose. As Susanna Horn dem- 
onstrates in chapter 10, st jdents can most easily be helped by the strategy of 
first concentrating on content and then developing their linguistic compe- 
tence, which will allow them to be part of the academic community. Confi- 
dence in the content of the writing also displaces, at least in part, the anxiety 
about the writing itself 

Using our relationship as a model for the writer s meeting the needs of a 
reader is also valuable to the writer's continued development, as David 
Bartholomae points out: 

Expert writers . . . can better imagine how a reader will respond to 
a text and can transfomi or restructure what they have to say around a 
goal shared with a reader. Teaching students to revise for readers, 
then, will better prepare them to write initially with a reader in mind. 
The success of this pedagogy depends on the degree to which a writer 
can imagine and conform to a reader's goals. (1985, 138-39) 
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Nontraditional Male Students 

The second group of insecure nontraditional students was more narrowly 
defined statistically: male, upwardly mobile, and of middle or lower-middle 
socioeconomic status. These writers typically produced syntax that was ram- 
bling and inappropriately embedded. Such a student may try to fit his thought 
into a sentence pattern that the teacher has recently presented or that sounds 
to him like sophisticated writing. Seldom does this insecure student make a 
judgment about whether or not this kind of imitation is an appropriate method 
of choosing the best structure for conveying the thought. A more secure 
student is more likely to trust intuition, the native competence with language, 
for expression of the idea, with less concern for utilizing an "approved" 
structure. 

A single example of this writing would be misleading, since the writers 
often take their cues from the conversation or the writing of professionals in 
their field of interest, although they are able to imitate it only imperfectly, 
relying heavily on jargon and a few stock phrases, most notoriously "at this 
point in time" and "in reference to [a particular topic]." For example, when 
I tried to explain to a student that he should not use the nominative form / as 
the object of a verb, he told me that he knew the rules, but that "Samuels will 
drive Thompson and I" sounded better at the office, and his boss wanted 
him to sound professional — it was important for his position with the orga- 
nization. This student, like many others in the group, was less anxious about 
evaluation than about being rejected as a person. Instructors need to know, 
first of all, the place of communication in the workplace and our limits in 
teaching the most critical skills. As Lester Faigley points out: 

Even though the ability to write in certain discourses is highly 
valued in technologically advanced nations, power is exercised in a 
network of social relations and reconstituted in each act of communi- 
cating. No matter how well we teach our students, we cannot confer 
power as an essential quality of their makeup. (1989, 411) 

These writers of inappropriately embedded sentences respond to the fol- 
lowing approach. They need to explore other voices in the process of find- 
ing their own voice for writing. They also need to be assured of the tutor's 
respect. A good way to accomplish both is to ask the student to explain his 
job in such a way that the teacher could understand it. Keeping the topics 
focused on areas of the student's expertise while he develops more concise 
and precise prose helps him to keep from feeling rejected as a person. Talk- 
ing about a proposed paper and even taping these conversations (if the stu- 
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dent is willing) for his later use can demonstrate to the student that he does 
have ideas and words for expressing these ideas, as Thomas Schmitzer and 
David Taylor explain in their chapters in this volume. 

Overcoming Students' Insecurity 

Older tutors of the same gender who have had similar experiences in return- 
ing to college have been invaluable for these nontraditional students. Simi- 
larly, encouraging them to join a campus organization for older students (or 
to form one, if none exist) can be extremely useful for helping these students 
cope with problems that affect all of their college life, not only their insecu- 
rity in composition class. 

Considering whether students' insecurity stems from fear of being evalu- 
ated or from fear of being rejected as a person makes it possible to design 
appropriate approaches for particular students. More importantly, knowing 
whether students' problems with writing stem from a lack of competence 
with language or from an inability to tap fully into their competence because 
of insecurity can make a difference in what is taught. Many errors will dis- 
appear once writers feel secure enough to rely on their competence rather 
than avoiding linguistic risks or trying to **sound correct" when what is cor- 
rect is unclear to these writers. 
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7 What Can Students Say 
about Poems ? Reader Response 
in a Conference Setting 



Mary King 
University of Akron 

Issues of classroom authority and responsibility have come to be perceived 
as presenting serious obstacles to students' intellecoial growth. Composi- 
tion teachers especially become aware of problems created for writers by 
the traditional pedagogy of teachers who have content expertise but who 
lack the skills to engage students in the mental activities of their disciplines. 
In the traditional view of schooling, authority has been accorded to the learned 
teacher, whose responsibility is simply to pass on his or her knowledge to 
students— not to develop in students the same skills that make the teacher an 
expert in his or her discipline. The students* responsibility is to commit the 
teacher's knowledge to memory. In the traditional literature classroom, the 
teacher's taste and aesthetic judgment comprise much of the knowledge for 
which the students are responsible. 

Mike Rose relates a conversation with a professor which nicely illus- 
trates the traditional mediating role of teachers. This professor arranged a 
conference with a student to rework the student's muddled paper on a 
Wordsworth poem. The professor reported, **I showed him line by line how 
the poem should be explicated. I figured he just didn't know, so I'd show 
him. But when he said back to me what I had said to him, I could see that we 
were talking completely past each other" (1990, 195). 

They certainly were; the professor was asking the student to practice 
memory skills when the student needed to learn and practice the methods of 
literary inquiry used by expert readers of poetry— like his teacher. Rose ob- 
serves that in keeping with his own training, the professor "saw his job as 
monitoring the rightness or wrongness of incursions into his discipline" ( 197). 
He did not imagine that it was his duty to engender in his students the 
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domain-specific skills that he himself commanded, nor apparently did he 
have the expertise to do so. 

Several concurrent developments in pedagogy and literary theory have 
made teachers aware that tradition allows the already skilled teacher to prac- 
tice appreciation of literature but leaves the student mute, unpracticed, and 
still unskilled, able only to parrot (or try to guess) what the teacher thinks. 
Students have learned, in school, that they have nothing worthwhile to say 
about literature. After all, what can students say about poems? Students have 
to learn what the experts say, traditional thinking goes. What, in fact, stu- 
dents have to learn is expert strategies for finding things to say about poems. 
What students need is a radical departure from the traditional style of teach- 
ing literature. Reader-response theory provides a fruitful avenue to heuris- 
tics that will enable students to ask the sorts of questions that experts ask 
themselves when reading literature. Teaching that is based on reader-response 
theory can give students opportunities to practice their own responses to 
poems, to develop expertise rather than simply practicing memory skills. 

Traditional teaching received a dramatic shock when Paolo Freire styled 
it as tile banking' concept of education, "in which the students are the deposi- 
tories and the teacher is the depositor." In this view, "The more completely 
he fills the receptacles, the better a teacher he is. The more meekly the re- 
ceptacles permit themselves to be filled, the better students they are" (1970, 
58). Freire's derisive comments took aim at the Brazilian education system 
as a support for the socioeconomic power structure. That view made similar 
educational practices in the United States look antidemocratic and outmoded, 
augmenting the impact of new pedagogies, such as Kenneth BrufTee^s Brook- 
lyn Plan, which are based on the social construction of knowledge — the 
idea that human beings create knowledge in the process of communicating 
with each other. Increasingly, students in writing classes work in groups, 
discussing each other's ideas and drafts — taking responsibility and author- 
ity for understanding and improving their own and each other's texts. The 
teacher has become less prominent as a source of knowledge. 

Coming together with these shifts in political perception and pedagogical 
practice was a shift in the focus of literary criticism from the text to its ef- 
fects on readers— reader-response criticism. Like its predecessors, reader- 
response criticism is concerned with establishing meaning for literary works. 
In fact, says Jane Tompkins, "All modem criticism . . . takes meaning to be 
the object of critical investigation, for unlike the ancients we equate lan- 
guage not with action but with signification" (1980, 203). 
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An understanding of just how readers create significance in relation to 
literary text is a matter of great importance for teachers as well as for literary 
critics, and much has been written on this subject Louise Rosenblatt is one 
of the eariiest and most accessible writers on reader response; Tompkins 
says that Rosenblatt is "first among the present generation of critics in this 
country to describe empirically the way the reader's reactions to a poem are 

responsible for any subsequent interpretation of it Her work . . . raises 

issues central to the debates that have arisen since" (xxvi). Rosenblatt is thus 
of interest to the student of response theory; The Reader, the Text, and the 
Poem (1978) is directly useful to teachers as well because in it Rosenblatt 
lays groundwork for heuristics which enable students to respond in writing 
as they read, writing which will constitute a record of their reading activities 
and a basis for further, more formal writing on assigned topics. Teaching 
such strategies, whereby novice readers can attach meaning to poems, places 
responsibility on students and allows them to practice some of the skills that 
expert readers call into play when reading literary works of art, to "find 
clues ... to the complex ties between literacy and culture" (Rose 1990, 8). 
By using such strategies, students can find plenty to say about poems. 

Students learn to attend to the text under study when teachers give them 
authority to write their own responses. But if teachers impose too many 
constraints, students become increasingly alienated from their own responses, 
and their writing is emptied of meaning. I want to show an extreme example 
of such writing and then show how students can be directed through a writ- 
ing process that trains them to read literature aesthetically and independently. 
This process can help students maintain authorship of the paper that must be 
written, even when the topic is closely controlled. 

Below is a writing sample brought into the Writing Center by a second- 
semester composition student. He was actually a very good writer during his 
first semester, when he was doing personal writing in his composition class. 
He had been a bit overschooled at a serious college prep boarding school 
and had to learn how to trust his own voice, but he was capable of very 
creative and interesting writing. I will call him Bifi^, in honor of his prep 
background. He enjoys reading poetry* and responds strongly to it, but look 
at the opening of his draft on Frost's poem "The Silken Tent." 

Syntax and Diction Complement the 
Theme of Frost's 'The Silken Tent" 

In order to make a complete peanut-butter and jelly sandwich, the 
two main ingredients peanut-butter and jelly must be applied to two 
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pieces of bread. The theme of a poem is similar to the two part re- 
quirements for a complete sandwich, in that it also requires two ele- 
ments. The two elements are syntax and diction. The theme cannot be 
complete without the proper application of these elements. Their ef- 
fective usage must be displayed within a poem for the theme to be 
fully expressed to the reader. The theme of Robert Frost's poem, *The 
Silken Tent," is masterfully complemented by his usage of syntax 
and diction throughout his entire poem. 

What on earth is Biff doing? Well, he is fulfilling his assignment. The 
assignmment required that he do three things: study an essay written by his 
teacher on theme in literature; read what two critics of his choice said about 
"The Silken Tent"; and then write a paper explaining how syntax and dic- 
tion complement the theme of the poem. Though Biff dutifully gathered 
information and spent hours composing the paper, the task was not his task 
and the paper never became his paper. He repeated his assignment in his 
introduction, only inflating it with a goodly amount of hot air: *The theme 
of Robert Frost's poem, *The Silken Tent,' is masterfully complemented by 
his usage of syntax and diction throughout the entire poem.'* In fact, that 
sentence is Biff's thesis— or rather, his teacher's thesis. I asked whether 
complemented was really the word he wanted, and he nodded with the con- 
fidence that comes with complete closure. I read him a dictionary definition, 
and he still nodded confidently. Finally, I asked why he had used comple- 
mented, and he said: "That was in our assignment. That's what she wanted." 
The analogy of the peanut butter sandwich was also something that his teacher 
would want, because "she likes analogies." this literally was not Biff's 
paper. He did as he was told, strove valiantly, and produced an awful paper. 
It was impossible to deflect him from his path when he came into the writing 
center, because his writing had reached an advanced stage on an assignment 
which had taken the poem away from him and put other texts in its place: 
the teacher's discussion of theme, the two critics' analyses of the poem, and 
the direction to look at syntax and diction, terms which he did not grasp 
firmly. 

Had Biff come to the center earlier in his writing process, we could have 
delayed tackling the assigmnent. Since he was not sure what to do, he relied 
on the general, weak strategies that had gotten him this far in school, such as 
figuring out "what the teacher wants" and doing it; and using the assignment 
as a thesis. Instead, we firet would have given the poem to him by having 
him do some prewriting tasks designed to help him, as Mike Rose says, 
"find knowledge that the assignment didn't tap" (1990, 8), strategies such as 
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those that experts use to produce their ideas about poetry. Then he would be 
able to assume ownership of the paper as well. To develop such tasks, I want 
to turn now to Rosenblatt's view of readers, texts, and poems. 

Rosenblatt assigns a role to the reader that requires both considerable 
activity and keen awareness of that activity. The text is a set of verbal sym- 
bols, which functions as a stimulus to the reader's imagination and as a blue- 
print to guide the reader's attention throughout the reading experience. The 
poem, then, is Rosenblatt's term for the reader's experience with the text of 
a literary work of art. I will use the poem that way too, as shorthand for the 
reader's transaction with any work of drama, ficticm, or poetry. 

The poem is created in this way: 'TTie reader actively builds up a poem 
for himself out of his responses to the text, drawing on past experiences, 
both external reference and internal response, tliat have become linked with 
the verbal symbols; relating referents and reinterpreting as he goes along, 
not having actually read the first line until he has read the last; and fusing 
ideas with feelings, associations, and attitudes that have been called forth" 
(Rosenblatt 1978, 10). So there is no tangible object that is the poem— there 
is only a text which elicits responses from the reader in an aesthetic transac- 
tion which is the poem. 

Rosenblatt focuses the majority of her attention on the reader, and so 
should teachers, in order to set their students on the route from novice to 
expert readers of poetry, for, says Rosenblatt, "built into the raw material of 
the literary process itself is the particular world of the reader" (11), which 
the teacher can teach th*^ reader to discover. Many students have never taken 
this active role in their reading. They haven't been taught how, and many 
have never discovered for themselves how to engage in any aesthetic trans- 
action with a text. 

Moreover, conflicting with the reader's ability to engage in this aesthetic 
transaction is the more common and directly useful reading that we practice 
in our daily lives, both in and out of school. Good students like BifT already 
possess expertise in this domain. During nonaesthetic reading, the reader 
responds to the text as symbols of "concepts to be attained, ideas to be tested, 
actions to be performed after the reading," such as directions, material to be 
studied for a test — and literature to be analyzed in order to write a paper. 
The reader's attention is directed outward, "focused primarily on what will 
remain as the residue after the reading" (23). Biff's teacher was directing his 
attention outward with her assignment, and Biff responded by reading 
nonaesthetically, industriously rummaging in *The Silken Tent" for syntax 
and diction. 
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What the skilled nonaesthetic reader does not know, and may learn only 
with difficulty, is how to respond aesthetically, how to attend to "what hap- 
pens during the actual reading event . . . [how to attend to] the associations, 
feelings, attitudes, and ideas that these words arouse vdthin him . . . [how the 
reader centers attention] directly on what he is living through during his 
relationship with that particular text" (23-24). 

Notice how emphatically Rosenblatt gives ownership of the aesthetic 
experience to the reader. But many student readers are so encumbered, so 
heavily laden with the purposes of their teachers as they read, that they have 
very little chance of finding their own responses to the text. They somehow 
would have to bypass or overcome their habitual nonaesthetic stance in or- 
der to experience the poem. But teaching can be done in such a way as to 
give students the skills to read their poem and to write their own paper — not 
the teacher's. 

The best way of giving the poem to students is for students to write about 
it before they have completed their reading, to record impressions and expe- 
riences which they can later contrast with the experience gained after they 
have read the entire piece. When students have written to their own satisfac- 
tion, ask them to continue writing briefly, describing their own feelin gs about 
what they have read up to this point. Students otten find that they are nov- 
ices at the task of conveying their feelings about the poem — they have never 
been asked to do so before. In fact, their prior experiences with reading 
literature in school have generally shown them that they are incapable of 
finding what they often refer to as "the hidden meaning" — that meaning 
which the teacher reveals. So writing their own responses gives students an 
opportunity to practice, to rehearse statements that they might want to make 
about the poem. After each bit of writing, ask students to read aloud what 
they have written. Such reading aloud gives writers time to contemplate 
what they have said and perhaps to add new thoughts. It also lends dignity to 
the rough begmnings of students' entry into conversations about literature, 
as the teacher emphasizes the value of their efforts. 

In the past, I was uncertain of what to do if a student had not read the 
work of literature. Sometimes I simply told the student to use the writing 
conference to complete the reading. This authoritarian behavior went counter 
to good writing center pedagogy, but I believed it when I said, "We can't do 
anything until you've read the poem." Now I know that the most fruitful 
beginning can be made right at the first stage, and I wish all students would 
come in at this ideal time. 

It is important to sharpen the student's attention in the eariy stages of the 
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reading process, because it is at this the stage that the reader can experience 
the poem as an event by observing the personal response evoked by the text. 
To do so, says Rosenblatt, *the reader who seeks to participate in a poem or 
novel or play miist face vltimately a unique task of selection, synthesis, and 
interpretation. ... In the reading of a literary work of art, this activity is 
raised to the level of creative adventure. In this sense, the ^shaping spirit,' 
the 'synthetic and magical power' of the imagination, which Coleridge at- 
tributed to the poet, can also be claimed for the reader" ( 52). If the student is 
to claim this power as a reader, he or she needs permission to engage in a 
process of responding to the features of the text that generate "the reader's 
need to live through to some resolution of tensions, questions, curiosity or 
conflicts aroused by the text, [a need which] gives impetus to the organizing 
activity of the reader" (54-55). In order not to interfere with this organizing 
activity, it is better to assign general tasks which call forth readers' own 
responses, rather than specific writing tasks. 

Emphasize that these writing tasks are prewriting activities — students are 
not at this point "writing the paper," that is, producing texts that will be 
handed in, or even drafts of their ultimate texts. Rather, students are explor- 
ing their own experience, creating a personal poem which will then be avail- 
able for examination. They are not writing the paper, but what they write 
will become the basis for the paper. For this creative activity, freewriting is 
the most fruitful method; if a student does not know how to use freewriting, 
here is a prime opportunity to show how helpful freewriting can be in the 
early stages of composing. The student who wants to begin by writing the 
fiist sentence of the paper is now faced with an assignment so complex that 
he or she cannot do it that way. The student may be ready to learn a more 
complex process which delays the writing of the actual paper and instead 
permits the writer to assume a stance in relation to the literary work of art 
about which he or she must write. After all, how can the student produce a 
clear thesis from a tabula rasa — the blank that his or her mind produces 
when faced with the writing task at hand? 

Text as Stimulus 

Here are some questions for prewriting that prompt readers to address the 
text as stimulus. They are a useful heuristic at any stage of reading and are 
especially useful for focasing the readers* attention when they have read 
only part way through the text. 
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1. What can readers understand or react to in the text? At first, when 
students have read some of a text, simply ask them to write about their 
impressions of the text Then ask them to write for five more minutes 
giving an opinion about the speaker or the characters and events. If 
students can explore in this way before completing the reading, they 
often say that writing about the first part helped them **pay attention 
during the rest of the story." But even if students have finished reading 
the piece, this task is still useful because it takes readers back into the 
text. 

2. What memories, thoughts, or feelings does the text evoJtc ? Answering 
this question is fruitful even if students understand very little, as might 
at first be the case with a verbally complex text, such as Oedipus Rex 
or Melville's "Bartleby, the Scrivener." The act of writing helps begin 
the transaction in which the poem is created. This activity may overiap 
the following question; that is, readers may spontaneously return to 
peruse the text and focus on its most salient or powerful elements. 

3. What is important to the readers in the experience of the text? This 
writing activity turns the students' attention to the text once again, 
helping them internalize the text. This is the beginning of engagement. 

Text as Blueprint 

Next, as blueprint for the reading experience, help students explore the poem 
in the following way: 

1. What seems most important at first? How does that change? During 
the process of reading, students order and correct their responses: the 
poem is a new experience which they cannot know until they have 
been through the entire poem. These questions help readers become 
aware of the emerging coherence that they build in their search for 
consistent interpretation of the experience. Readers are drawn back to 
the text to account for their shifts in attention and to trace the growth of 
their sense of the significance of what they have read. This activity 
may lead into the next without prompting. 

2. What is my experience with the text? How can I characterize it? Wfiat 
can I point to in the text to support what I am saying about it ? This set 
of questions constitutes a kind of generic assignment for writing about 
literature. After students have written responses to all the questions. 
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they often recognize how their writing provides material and direction 
to ftilfill the assignment. Even Biff's topic can now be seen as no more 
than a variant of this prewriting heuristic, altered as follows to accom- 
modate the terms of the assignment: What are the experiences of the 
two critics that I have read? What examples of syntax and diction can 
I point to in the text to support what my teacher says in her essay about 
theme in literature? 



Encouraging Student Ownership of the Text 

If Biff had viewed his assignment in terms of the above set of questions, he 
might have been able to write a more substantive paper and one which was 
more academically respectable as well, for, writing from this perspective, he 
would attribute to the appropriate authors the points of view that he incorpo- 
rated in his essay, rather than treatmg these assertions as truth. He would 
have identified the various voices which speak in his essay as merely those 
of other human beings whose ideas he was bringing together. Students who 
can do this may be able to free themselves from what David Bleich calls 
"the academic psychology of social detachment" (1988, 17), which requires 
ignoring the social and collective basis of language and knowledge. Biff 
would then have had a chance to escape the parodic quality of his topic 
sentence ("The theme of Robert Frost's poem, 'The Silken Tent,' is master- 
fully complemented by his usage of syntax and diction"), which is in part an 
aspect of his knowledge-telling approach to writing— simply stringing to- 
gether the pieces of information that the assignment supplied. (For a de- 
scription of a knowledge-telling approach to writing, see. pp. 55-56 in the 
introduction to section three.) 

But since Biff viewed knowledge about the poem as external to him- 
self—located in the teacher and in the other texts that he read— he felt that 
he had neither the responsibility nor the authority to transform it. Biff was 
rather like Marcia Huriow's older students (described in chapter 6), obsessed 
with pleasing authority figures rather than making meaning. And in fact. 
Biff showed only a very superficial familiarity with the poem itself— the 
ostensible subject of his paper— and attached far more significance to the 
critical essays that he had read. The poem, then, disappeared as a text, and as 
an event, in Rosenblatt's terms, it simply never took place. 

The most crucial moments in a writing conference devoted to literature 
occur in the first stages when the teacher encourages the student to experi- 
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ence the text as stimulus and as blueprint by writing responses to the heuris- 
tic questions. If the process is successful, students own the poem, for they 
have created it themselves. And they are now ready to tackle the assign- 
ment — even an assignment such as Biff's. 

An instructional process which continually affirms students' right to en- 
gage in aesthetic reading of literature expands almost infinitely as students 
move through the various poems presented in a course, practicing free re- 
sponses and focusing on what is important to them in work after work. A 
single writing conference will not supply the skills withheld during years of 
traditimal teaching, when texts were presented only to be interpreted by the 
teacher. Rosenblatt puts the case clearly when she declaics, "Someone else 
can read a newspaper or a scientific text for you and paraphrase it quite 

acceptably. But no one can read a poem for you Accepting an account of 

someone else's reading or experience of a poem is analogous to seeking 
nourishment through having someone else eat your dinner for you and recite 
the menu" (1978, 86). Yet well-meaning teachers like the professor whom 
Mike Rose describes do present their own readings, thinking that they are 
modeling the reading act. Perhaps they do not suspect that instead they are 
taking over the privilege of reading the poem. Perhaps they are not con- 
sciously depriving therr students of the opportunities that readers need in 
order to develop the skills of concentration and attention, the capacity to 
hold in mind many memories of the text, of other texts, of life experiences, 
"to live fully and personally in literary transaction" (Rose 1990, 161). 

But teachers who present their own readings as authoritative are depriv- 
ing their students. Novices need opportunities to practice reader response, to 
engage in that internal dialogue which creates a connection between the 
reader and the text, establishing a version of meaning in the form of a reader- 
based text and providing die foundation for external dialogue. "From this 
could flow growth in all the resources needed for transactions with increas- 
ingly demanding and increasingly rewarding texts" ( 161). Such growth takes 
place as students become engaged in the text— they remember their own 
lives, they grant true importance to their feelings, and they come to recog- 
nize the immense value of art in helping people learn what it means to be 
more fully human by practicing the uniquely human social behavior of talk- 
ing about literature. 

Reader response provides the kind of pedagogy that Rose says is needed, 
one that "encourages us to step back and consider the threat of the standard 
classroom and that shows us, having stepped back, how to step forward to 
invite a student across the boundaries of that powerful room" (238). Using 
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reader response, we can make "that powerful room" hospitable, offering 
responsibility and authority to all the members of the group rather than hoard- 
ing the power and expertise among ourselves. 
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8 Using Conferences to Help Students 
Write Multiple-Source Papers 



Patrick J. Slattery 
University of Arkansas 

Many assignments in college require students to write about complex topics 
with which they have little or no firsthand knowledge; therefore, many teach- 
ers ask their students to use multiple sources of information to write about 
these topics! We are probably all familiar with the kinds of problems that 
students can have with this type of writing — many students, for instance, 
initially have trouble with the skills of summarizing, paraphrasing, quoting, 
and citing sources. In my experience, however, students writing from mul- 
tiple sources have had more difficulty with analyzing divergent viewpoints 
and with staking out and justifying their own positions. In the introductory 
essay in this collection (chapter 1), Thomas Flynn argues that recent work in 
cognitive science has begun to establish conferencing as one of the most 
effective methods for instructing students in higher-order thinking skills. 
Drawing from cognitive psychology, I apply intellectual development theory 
to composition in order to illustrate how we can use conferences to help 
students think more critically about the contradictory perspectives reflected 
in their sources. 

Representative Student Papers 

First I want to summarize three student papers that suggest the types of prob- 
lems that my students tend to have when they write from sources. Written 
for a freshman composition course on multiple-source writing, each of these 
papers focused on a complex topic and brought to bear on that topic several 
magazine, newspaper, and journal articles. 



An earlier version of this essay appeared in the conference proceedings of the East Cen- 
tral Writing Centers Association for 1987 and in College Composition and Communica- 
■ tion 41 (1990): 54-65. 
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Paper 1 

The author of a paper titled "Using Animals for Laboratory Testing'' recog- 
nized that scientists and anti vi visectionists disagree about the use of lab ani- 
mals in research, explaining that many people feel that animals should not 
be used for testing because it is cruel, whereas "others feel that they must be 
used in order to make medical advances." According to the paper, however, 
this diversity of opinion is not really legitimate. "Medical advancements 
have benefited the members of the antivivisectionist groups," the student 
wrote. "Don't they realize this? When taking an aspirin tablet or a bite of 
prepackaged food, the members of those groups should realize that a labora- 
tory animal had to try it first!" To justL^^ his osition in favor of animal 
research, the student presented the view of a i.Igh school teacher whom I 
will call Mr. G: "Mr. G, religion teacher at Memorial High School, says, 

'These tests are performed The Bible tells us that animals were put forth 

on earth by God in order to serve man,"' After summarizi .g Mr. G's point of 
view, the student modeled his own position exactly on the point of view of 

this authority, concluding, "We must follow some sort of ethical code 1 

believe that vivisection is ethically and morally right, I believe that animals 
were put forth on earth by God to serve man." 

Paper 2 

The author of the second paper, "Soap Operas: How They Are Affecting 
Viewers," realized that some authorities believe that watching soaps is detri- 
mental, while others think it is beneficial. She explained that one expert 
argues that teenagers tend to "misjudge the amount of sex between unmar- 
ried partners and married partners" and "to overestimate significantly the 
number of unfaithful spouses, divorces, illegitimate children and abortions 
in the real worid." Furthermore, according to this paper, some experts be- 
lieve^that even adults have trouble distinguishing reality from fantasy: once, 
when a character was kidnapped on a daytime soap, an older viewer "placed 
a long distance telephone call to the network station and told them where 
they could find the missing character." "On the other hand," the student 
wrote, "some studies have shown it may be beneficial to watch soaps." She 
noted that one authority believes that "teens who watch soaps tend to take 
fewer dmgs because the soaps serve as the same kind of an escape as dmgs 
do" and that some adults "may even be prescribed to watch a soap opera if 
there is a character dealing with the same problem the patient is." This stu- 
dent offered a balanced picture of the topic, concluding, "All in all, whether 
you should watch soap operas or not seems left up to your own judgment, I 
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think it all depends on your own view of soap operas.** 
Papers 

The author of a third paper, "Terrorism: Protecting U.S. Embassies and Dip- 
lomats," evaluated solutions set forth by three experts — increased security, 
better intelligence, and military retaliation. The student wrote that if security 
included "less glass and fewer windows, blast-resistant walls, and better elec- 
tronic monitoring systems," embassies will be "better able to resist substan- 
tial damage from terrorist attacks." Considering the second solution, better 
intelligence, the student explained that "as information about a planned ter- 
rorist attack is obtained, the U.S. can activate such preventive strikes as ar- 
resting terrorists before they can attack or moving military forces to the threat- 
ened area." But he admitted that "although increased intelligence reduces 
the number of attacks ... it cannot curtail the effects of terrorist attacks 
when they do happen." After evaluating these two proposed solutions, the 
student asserted, "Increased intelligence must be used in conjunction with 
better security." Tbming to the last solution, military retaliation, the student 
pointed out that some officials, many of whom believe that "idle threats 
create the impression that America is impotent," argue that military force is 
the best solution, but he also noted that "some experts on terrorism believe 
that actual retaliation will . . . fuel anti-Americanism, thus resulting in even 
more terrorist attacks against U.S. embassies." Responding to these two view- 
points, the student argued that because "the risks in using and threatening to 
use retaliation are too high . . . retaliation should not be included in 
Washington's plan to better defend U.S. embassies abroad." 

Intellectual Development Theory 

I suspect that many composition teachers can recognize in these examples 
some of the ways in which their students approach multiple perspectives; 
nevertheless, it is difficult to account for these differences. Surely, the less 
appropriate approaches are in part due to the students* lack of experience 
with writing college-level essays. But I find especially provocative another 
kind of account — the possibility that differences in students* writing are re- 
lated to intellectual orientations that develop during college. 

According to William Perry, as students attend college, their implicit 
metaphysical and epistemological assumptions grow increasingly complex. 
In Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years: A 
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Scheme (1970), Perry suggests that students who filter their educational ex- 
periences through what he calls a "dualistic" intellectual framework accom- 
modate diversity in terms of "right" and "wrong." Such students might not 
believe that they have access to knowledge about reality, but they assume 
that legitimate authorities do. Confronting divergent viewpoints in black- 
and-white terms, these students dogmatically accept the view of the "right** 
expert and unreflectively reject the perspective of the "wrong" one. Stu- 
dents who construe experience from a "multiplistic" intellectual orientation, 
however, have different metaphysical and epistemological assumptions. 
These students, who realize that even reliable authorities do not know ev- 
erything, might implicitly assume that objective reality exists, but they do 
not believe that it can be known with any certainty. And since these students 
understand that even a legitimate authority does not have access to absolute 
knowledge, they assume that divergent points of view must be equally valid. 
Finally, students who approach contradictory opinions from a "relativistic" 
intellectual stance realize that despite the inherent ambiguity of knowledge, 
some argumentative positions approximate reality better than others. These 
students accept the fact that an authority cannot know reality with certainty, 
and yet they compare and evaluate alternative opinions, making judgments 
about which ones are more rational or better supported. 

Perry's model of intellectual development seems to account for some of 
the differences in the three student papers, but his scheme can be problem- 
atic because his research base was limited to male undergraduates at Harvard. 
Patricia Bizzell argues that Perry's model is culture-specific, pointing out 
that we are teaching students "to think in a certain way, to become adults 
with a certain kind of relation to their culture, from among the range of 
relations that are possible." "In short," sums up Bizzell, "Perry provides us 
with a usefu' picture of the kind of 'cultural literacy' required in a liberal arts 
college" (1984, 452-53). Adding that Perry's scheme could be gender- 
biased, Blythe Clinchy and Claire Zimmerman test it against a sample of 
undergraduate women. They conclude that the model on which they base 
their research with women "is largely a fuller and more precise articulation 
of Perry's" (1982, 163), but they also point out some differences between 
Perry's students and their own. For example, when the women in Clinchy 
and Zimmerman's study approached diversity from a relativistic framework, 
they seemed to do so with a different attitude than the men in Perry's study. 
According to Clinchy and Zimmerman, "the men sounded aggressive; they 
used contextual reasoning to attack problems. Hie women sound receptive. 
They say that in analyzing a text they must leave their own minds behind 



84 



Patrick J. Slattery 



and enter the author's mind" (173). In H^?mcnS H^iy^ o/^Tnovw^ 
velopment of Self, Voice, and Mind (1986), Mary Field Belenky et al. refer 
to these differences in relativistic thought as "separate*' and "connected" 
ways of knowing. 

Furthermore, Perry's scheme can lull teachers into reducing differences 
in thinking to a series of sequential positions, a reduction that can lead to 
pigeonholing certain types of students into particular stages. For example, 
Janice Hays describes a research project for which she asked freshmen to 
write on either abortion or marijuana and to pretend in their essays that they 
were speaking on a panel composed of representatives from community 
organizations. Evaluating these student papers. Hays asserts that the basic 
writer argues dogmatically without analyzing different points of view, that 
the basic writer "perceives a multiplicity of perspectives as alien intruders 
into a dualistic universe" (1983, 133). I would argue that Perry's model is 
valuable not so much because it explains distinct stages through which all 
people systematically pass, but rather because it suggests a strategy for 
conferencing with college students. 

Implications for Conferencing 

Developmentalists suggest that teachers can foster intellectual growth most 
effectively by simultaneously supporting students in terms of how they cur- 
rently think and challenging them to think in slightly more complex ways. 
Students need to be challenged, since it is by confronting experiences that 
they cannot cognitively process that they develop more complex thinking 
constructs. Without sufficient support, however, the painful snd risky pro- 
cess of intellectual growth can overwhelm students, perhaps even forcing 
them to retreat to a less complex orientation (Widick and Simpson 1978), 
The developmental view suggests, then, that to promote intellectual growth, 
a teacher would respond individually to students' thinking, both supporting 
and challenging the orientation reflected in each paper written by every stu- 
dent. This view seems appropriate for writing tutors because, as Thomas 
Flynn argues in chapter 1, structured interaction between novice and expert 
is the crux of conferencing. 

Paper 1 

To respond to the first paper, "Using Animals for Laboratory Testing," a 
tutor could support the writer's current dualistic orientation and also chal- 
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m-'iltiplistically. A support response could praise the student's introductory 
sunrmaty of scientists' and antivivisectionists' perspectives. A challenge re- 
sponse could encourage the student to realize that this diversity of opinion is 
epistemologically legitimate. My challenge responses usually take the form 
of questions, Lut as JoAnn Johnson suggests in chapter 3, questions can 
sometimes alienate students. For example, to ask the writer of the first essay 
to confront the writing task relativistically might initially overwhelm him, 
perhaps even leading to a deeper entrenchment in dualism. Specific support 
and challenge responses for the paper on animal experimentation might sound 
like the following: 

Support Response: In the beginning of your paper, you do a good job 
of summarizing the viewpoints that scientists and antivivisectionists 
have on animal experimentation. The topic is complex because both 
groups have some legitimate claims. 

Challenge Response: Explain your reasons for rejecting the 
antivivisectionist view and for accepting the scientists' perspective. 
Can you imagine a situation in which it would not be ethically sound 
or scientifically valid to conduct experiments on animals? Can you 
identify the assumptions of any of the experts to whom you refer? 
What might be the particular biases of a religion teacher, a scientist, 
and a member of the animal rights coalition? Do you have any biases 
concerning this topic? 

Pa/>v?r 2 

To respond to the second paper, "Soap Operas: How They Are Affecting 
Viewers," a tutor could support the student's multiplistic understanding of 
soap operas but then chal'.enge her to approach the topic more relativisti- 
cally— that is, to recognize the relative worth of divergent perspectives. A 
support response might commend the student's openness to the experts' con- 
tradictory opinions. A challenge response could encourage her to structure 
the essay in a way that lends itself to analyzing and evaluating these view- 
points. A tutor might use comments such as the following to talk about the 
second student paper: 

Support Response: In researching your topic, youVe found that ex- 
perts disagree about the effects that soap operas have on viewers, and 
• in your paper you summarize the authorities' perspectives accurately 
and fairly. 
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Challenge Response: You structure your paper around the negative 
and positive effects of soap operas, first presenting the negative effects 
that some researchers say soap operas have on teenagers and adults, 
and then presenting the positive effects that other researchers say soaps 
have on these same age groups. To compare the experts' contradictory 
opinions, you might try organizing your essay around the two age 
groups rather than around different types of effects. Consider the po- 
tential positive and negative effects of watching soaps on one age group 
at a time — teenagers, for instance — and analyze the divergent views. 
What types of research, evidence, and reasoning do the experts pro- 
vide? Do some conclusions seem more valid than others? 

Paper 3 

The comments suggested for the first two papers are designed to promote 
growth to a slightly higher position on the scheme of intellectual develop- 
ment. However, because the author of the third essay, "Terrorism: Protect- 
ing U.S. Embassies and Diplomats," already seems to think and write re- 
flectively about his topic, this goal seems inappropriate for a conference 
about his paper. In responding to this paper, a tutor could commend the 
student for thinking relativistically about terrorism and then challenge him 
to think just as critically about other topics. Although teachers can direct 
challenge responses toward past essay assignments, if a student is beginning 
to research a new topic, as was this writer, I try to focus challenge responses 
on the new task. A support response for the paper on terrorism could point 
out to the student that he successfully evaluates the proposals for beefing up 
security, increasing intelligence, and military retaliation, and in the process 
he reaches a reasonable judgment about the solutions. A challenge response 
could encourage him to approach his new topic of world hunger similarly. A 
tutor's responses to the third paper might sound like the following: 

Support Response: You evaluate the experts' proposals well. By ana- 
lyzing each solution's strengths and weaknesses, you persuasively ar- 
gue for a combination of increased security and improved intelligence. 
Furthermore, although you decide against using military retaliation, 
you consider an opinion in favor of this solution and seem to under- 
stand the reasoning behind it. 

Challenge Response: When you begin drafting your essay on U.S. 
responses to world hunger, try to analyze your new subject as you 
have this topic, weighing the strengths and weaknesses of different 
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proposals. What have been the successes and faUures of U.S. attempts 
to abate world hunger? What are the political, social, and econoniic 
contexts from which the different programs have emeiged? After evalu- 
ating past attempts to curb hunger, see if you can make any recom- 
mendations for the future. 

Conclusion 

I believe that we can use conferences to help students write multiple-source 
papers. Conferencing provides an opportunity to respond individually to our 
students' papers with comments that both support and challenge their intel- 
lectual orientations toward divergent points of view. Although we need to 
keep in mind the limitations of developmental models such as Perry's, these 
schemes contribute strongly to the sociocognitive value of the writing con- 
ference. 
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We have seen in section two that teacher and student need to select appropri- 
ate roles for their interactions in conferences in order to develop responsibil- 
ity and higher-order thinking in novice writers, TTie essays in section three 
demonstrate the teacher's expertise in two areas: the teacher explicitly rec- 
ommends to the student expert strategies of reading and writing, and the 
teacher tacitly practices collaborating to construct knowledge as part of the 
activities of the conference, without explicitly identifying that knowledge. 
The essays here in section four propose the following principle of writing 
pedagogy: students achieve independence in writing as an outgrowth of ap- 
propriate social interaction with experts, as described in section two, and 
appropriate use of expert strategies, as described in section three. 

Inappropriate interactions or inappropriate strategies are likely to create 
dependence on the teacher and thus block the growth of higher-order think- 
ing skills. An example of a strategy inappropriate for fostering independence 
(though it has value for other purposes) is direct instruction, the practice that 
most readily comes to mind when the word teaching is mentioned. The fol- 
lowing description of direct instruction vividly shows the problem: 

In direct instruction, the teacher, in a face-to-face, reasonably for- 
mal manner, tells, shows, models, demonstrates, teaches the skill to 
be learned. The key word here is teaclier^ for it is the teacher who is in 
command of the learning situation and leads the lesson, as opposed to 
having instruction **directed" by a worksheet, kit, learning center, or 
workbook. (Baumann 1983, 287) 

The student appears nowhere in this paradigm, which negates the novice- 
expert relationship that we have been describing: one of the most necessary 
strategies of the expert teacher is the art of fading into the background, pro- 
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gressively giving over responsibility as the student gains authority and con- 
trol over the processes of writing. 

The essays in this final section show that student writers can function 
with increasing success beyond the influence — indeed, beyond the ken — of 
their teachers in the classroom and in the writing center. The independent 
growth of writing skills is therefore mysterious, though not entirely so. Clearly, 
the activities of the classroom and the conversations in conference can com- 
bine to make that independent growth possible. In the cases reported here, 
the work in the writing conference involved clarifying and elaborating mean- 
ing so that the writer's increasing control of correct forms came as a side 
effect, not as the result of direct instmction in correct forms. As Janet Emig 
puts the matter, "Writing is predominantly learned rather than taught" (1983, 
26). We might hypothesize that increased control in writing comes along 
with engagement in higher-order thinking, in keeping with cognitive theo- 
ries about the human capacity for meaning making. 

Cornelius Cosgrove, in "Conferencing for the *Leaming-Disabled': How 
We Might Really Help," points out that direct instruction in correct forms is 
unproductive even for those writers who have the greatest difficulty with 
correctness, those who have been labeled as "learning-disabled"; that the 
label is itself disabling; and that the atomistic pedagogies so often visited 
upon such students should be put aside in favor of more holistic, meaning- 
centered approaches. Direct instruction in correctness violates the first canon 
of instruction in higher-level thinking skills, self-regulation, and brings the 
discourse down to the lowest possible level. When writers focus narrowly 
on correctness, they can experience no aspiration to meaning making. In- 
stead, they must submit to external authority. Cosgrove proposes to situate 
learning-disabled students in a setting where they can achieve independence 
in the same way that other students do — by writing, rewriting, and talking 
over their work with peers or with an expert in writing conferences. 

Similariy, in "Fostering Spontaneous Dialect Shift in the Writing of Afri- 
can-American Students," Susanna Horn points out that such a dialect shit' 
results from a teacher's knowing what to attend to and what to ignore in 
various stages of student writing. Horn shows the development of wide- 
ranging competence in successive drafts of several basic writing papers in 
which content alone was discussed with the writers. As they elaborated the 
content of their papers and made their meaning increasingly clear, these 
writers spontaneously shifted to standard verb forms. Conversely, when a 
conference for an English composition class focused attention on standard 
forms, the writer did not spontaneously elaborate and clarify meaning and in 



Iraroduction to Section IV 



93 



fact never attended sufficiently to constructing meaning. It seems reason- 
able to conclude that attention to a writer's higher-<»der concerns deepens 
attention to the entire range of concerns, whereas attention to lower-order 
concerns remains narrowly focused and superficial. 

Paula Oye, in "Writing Problems beyond the Classroom: The Confidence 
Problem," reports on a student writer, referred to as Diane, whose indepen- 
dence grew as her confidence grew; Diane's writing also changed in ways 
only indirectly related to the activities of her writing conferences. Much of 
Oye's work consisted of supporting Diane's exploration of ideas and the 
connections among those ideas. Oye had to learn when to withdraw so that 
Diane could experience the excitement of her own success at constructing 
meaning and could gain confidence from tlie experience. 

The question of why independence in writing may develop in unknown 
ways recalls Lauren Resnick's description of higher-order thinking. Several 
features of higher-order thinking are clearly related to independence in writ- 
ing, but basic to all these is self-regulation. Resnick states: "We do not rec- 
ognize higher order thinking in an individual when someone else 'calls the 
plays' at every step." Self-regulation, working outside of another's control 
or influence, is an invisible process. We can see only its results, though 
Resnick ( 1987, 3) identifies three related features that have special relevance 
to writing and that are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

Higher-order thinking often yields multiple solutions, each with costs and 
benefits, rather than unique solutions. Writers may consult with a teacher, 
tutor, or peer about the merits of some of the solutions — or they may decide 
on their own, according to their own intentions for the piece. Thus, Horn 
observes that Rita chose to represent her children as speakers of Standard 
English in her final draft even though correctness had never been discussed 
by teacher, tutor, or peers during conferences. 

Higher-order thinking is nonalgorithmic; that is, the path of action is not 
fiilly specified in advance. Writers work out the path in the process of writ- 
ing. A corollary to this is that only the writers can determine the path. Oye 
worked out a path of action for her student's first paper, which Diane fol- 
lowed with some success, but when she was unable to repeat the process on 
a second paper, Oye realized that Diane had not really done it the first time — 
Oye had been the one engaging in higher-order thinking. Horn, too, points 
to a situation where a tutor worked out a path of action (looking only at verb 
forms for standard dialect features) and, in doing so, deflected Shawanda 
from the writer's work of elaborating meaning. Self-regulation is necessary 
for higher-order thinking. 
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Higher-order thinking is the hallmark ofsuccessfiil learning at all lev- 
els—not only the more advanced Resnick points out that basic and higher- 
order skills cannot be clearly separated. For example, if we consider correct- 
ness in writing to be a basic skill, it appears that correctness could be sepa- 
rated out from the flow of students' written discourse and dealt with as a 
separate issue. But Horn shows with the example of Shawanda that to do so 
may cripple the writer's ability to employ the higher-order thinking skills 
used in constructing meaning. Cosgrove, too, suggests that engaging in higher- 
order thinking is crucial for the development of control in writing, even in 
situations where the most dramatic feature of a writer's work is the errors 
which riddle the page. These studies suggest that separating basic from higher- 
order skills is an inappropriate strategy for helping students achieve growth 
in writing. 

Several of the essays in this book have shown students succ iding when 
they control the activities of the writing conference. Josgrove urges that this 
control also be granted to students labeled as "learning-disabled." Oye and 
Horn demonstrate the successes that writers can enjoy in areas not dealt 
with in class or conference, when students emerge as independent writers. 
The move away from direct instruction, which teachers may at first have to 
practice as an act of faith, is here shown to be an absolute necessity. To 
persevere in practices based on the social construction of kpowledge is to 
respect student capacity and to respect the primacy of meaning. 
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I have become puzzled by the label learning-disabled Shifting definitions 
frustrate attempts to understand the condition, and proliferating sets of crite- 
ria frustrate attempts to identify and diagnose its sufferers. Qear distinctions 
between "learning-disabled" and "normaP students have not been estab- 
lished; in the area of writing, differences are of degree rather than kind. And 
there remains, stubbornly, the reality faced by teachers and students — some 
people have inordinate difficulty readiiig and writing accurately. The fact is, 
however, that the strategies recommended by professicxials for teaching com- 
position to students with learning disabilities are strategies that most of us 
would use with any writer who was having difficulty: whole language, writ- 
ing process approaches, and conferencing. ITiese strategies demonstrate the 
methods that experts use for approaching writing problems. They are appro- 
priate because they circumvent the writer's difficulties by emphasizing mean- 
ing over form. And they offer flexible instruction that can be adapted to the 
student's needs. Some history of the field and a brief survey of the literature 
may clarify the appropriateness of writing conference practices for this popu- 
lation. 

The learning disabilities field is based on a medical explanation for a 
curious phenomenon — the existence of children of easily observable intelli- 
gence who are failing in their formal schooling. It is a field fraught with 
tem^s like dyslexia, dysgraphia, aphasia, and neurological dysfunction. It is 
not jusf a set of theories but an elaborate taxonomy that has grown up around 
those theories. The field is occupied by a set of experts who have either 
developed or thoroughly learned those theories; and classifications. Conftx^nted 
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by yet another bastion of specialized knowledge, the generalists who usu- 
ally teach writing courses and staff writing centers naturally tend to leave 
the students labeled as learning-disabled to those specifically trained to help 
them. 

Nevertheless, wanting to learn how to serve such students, I have made 
sustained forays into the field's professicMial literature. I have examined texts 
used to introduce special education majors to learning disabilities theory. I 
have more than sampled the pages of several journals in the field of special 
education. I have read some of the most trenchant critics of learning dis- 
abilities theory, critics who are found both within special education and out- 
side it, particularly among sociologists. I have reviewed the literature of com- 
position specialists that addresses the problem of learning-disabled students 
or that discusses issues directly related to the teaching of such students. 

On the basis of extensive research into learning disabilities theory as 
viewed by the fields of special education, sociology, and composition, I have 
reached a few ccMiclusions which may have significance for writing instruc- 
tors who work with students labeled as learning-disabled. Perhaps the most 
disconcerting result of my investigation is that I am now inclined to treat the 
identification of a student writer as learning-disabled with some skepticism. 
For after a quarter-century of intense growth and even more intense debate, 
the learning disabilities field has failed to define the condition satisfactorily, 
or to explain its causes, or to develop a diagnostic approach that can clearly 
identify those who have a learning disability and those who do not. This is 
not an occasion to explore in detail all the theoretical problems which have 
beset researchers in the discipline. Suffice it to say that when the learning 
disabilities field really '*took off' in the eariy to mid 1960s, the condition 
was usually defined in terms of its presumed cause— an unobtrusive neuro- 
logical impairment that prevented obviously intelligent children from per- 
forming adequately in school. Unfortunately, even when such extraordinary 
diagnostic measures as neurological examinations and electroencephalograms 
were employed, it proved very difficult to determine that any brain damage 
or dysfunction was present in the subject, or that any dysfunction which did 
exist could explain the subject's academic difficulties (Coles 1978, 322- 
26). Consequently, as the field grew, the focus of the definitions shifted from 
causes to symptoms and, in particular, to the supposed gap between a child's 
tested intelligence and academic performance. As might have been expected, 
debate has raged ever since concerning how great that gap has to be before 
someone is labeled as learning-disabled, and what formulas ought to be used 
in determining whether a gap even exists. 
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During the 1970s and early 1980s, the number of definitions of the term 
learning disability grew; as did the number of methods for determining 
whether a child should be so labeled; as did, understandably, the number of 
children who were so labeled. Evidence appeared that significant numbers 
of children had been and were being misidentified as learning-disabled. One 
sampling of eight hundred Colorado learning-disabled students found that 
less than half '^had characteristics that are associated in federal law and pro- 
fessional literature with the definitions of learning disabilities" (Shepard, 
Smith, and Vojir 1983, 328). A study of 248 third, fifth, and twelfth graders 
who were not considered leaming-disabled demonstrated that a consider- 
able percentage could have been so labeled using most of the seventeen 
different sets of criteria that the researchers found in the professional litera- 
fure. Using one particular "statistical discrepancy" formula, 84 percent of 
the "normal" twelfth graders cow W have been identified as learning-disabled 
(Ysseldyke, Algozzine, and Epps 1983, 162-63). The same researchers 
looked at fifty fourth graders in two metropolitan school districts who had 
already been identified as learning-disabled and discovered two students 
who did not qualify using any of the seventeen sets of criteria (165), 

Some critics of the learning disabilities field have argued that the cat- 
egory has been used to "mask" environmental causes for poor academic 
performance, such as inadequate teaching, curricula, and school facilities, 
or adverse social conditions (Carrier 1983, 948). During the 1970s an eight- 
year study of school districts in the Southwest concluded that "the percent- 
age of Blacks being placed into special education . . . has steadily increased 
from a point that was already disproportionately high in the beginning," and 
directly attributed that increase to the creation of the learning-disabled cat- 
egory CI\icker 1980, 99). 

In consideration of all the difficulties described above, certain special 
education professionals have concluded that the focus of research ought to 
be shifted away from the broad category of learning-disabled and toward its 
"subtypes" (Keller and Hallahan 1987, 18) or "subsets," such as aphasia or 
"accurately defined dyslexia" (Cruickshank, Morse, and Johns 1980, 6). In 
the meantime, what are postsecondary teachers and writing center staff sup- 
posed to do with what could be described as a pedagogical and administra- 
tive nightmare? How do we react to a student who k identified as learning- 
disabled? What is a learr/ng disability? If we can figure that one out, then 
how c^v v/e be sure that this particular student is disabled? If we determine 
that, then how can we know which instructional approach would be most 
appropriate? 
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A possible course would be to treat all students as if neither tlie label nor 
the condition itself exists, since no satisfactoty definition of the term learn- 
ing disabilities has been developed. There are historical and logical aigu- 
ments to support this position. As Mike Rose ably points out, to accept the 
medically influenced terminology of the learning disabilities field is to run 
the historically verifiable risk of also accepting a behaviorist approach to 
writing that is ''atomistic . . . error-centered, and linguistically reductive** 
(1985, 343), Accept the medical paradigm, and writing becomes merely a 
set of skills tiiat can be "diagnosed" and "remediated" through the kinds of 
decontextualized "therapies" found in workbooks and other vehicles of pro- 
grammed instruction. Out the window goes the process-oriente<] whole lan- 
guage approach that for many of us has been the main justificjition for the 
resurgence of writing centers and writing instruction in general over the past 
two decades. 

Therefore, the unquestioning acceptance of medical explanations for dif- 
ficulties in learning and using written language could threaten the empower- 
ment of both writing teachers and writing centers. That might be an accept- 
able turn of events if those same explanations served to empower the stu- 
dents themselves. Unfortunately, both logic and human nature seem to ar- 
gue against Xh<it possibility. One director of reading and writing programs at 
a Michigan two-year college has warned "that the 'disease' model of inter- 
preting student language and learning problems" could result in "exclusion- 
aiy practices" and "unwarranted anxiety and fears" on the part of affected 
students (Franke 1986, 171). Simple logic suggests that it would be per- 
fectly understandable for a student to receive the news that he or she has a 
learning disability with feelings of helplessness and resignation. After all, if 
one's situation is biologically determined, then how can remedial instruc- 
tion improve or eliminate it (Christensen, Gerber, and Everhan 1986, 330)? 
And how can you tell students that their poor intellectual performance is 
>::aused by neurological impairment and that they are functioning below their 
potential? Would not the students' potential be determined, at least in part, 
by their impairments (322)? 

These logical flaws, however, will not allow us simply to dismiss the 
whole theoretical structure of learning disabilities and to carry on as if they 
either did not exist or did not matter. Such an attitude would be both ingenu- 
ous and impractical. At this point, a multitude of school children in this country 
have already been labeled as learning-disabled, and many have defined them- 
selves in terms of this disability. Of equal importance is the observation that 
the problems that many of these students have with written language are real 
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enough, even if the reasons for their existence are unknown and the names 
that they have been given are logically and empirically inadequate. 

We are left, therefore, with a second option — to admit the existence of 
both the categoiy and students who define themselves academically as mem- 
bers of the category. It should be understood, hov/ever, that this admission 
does not necessarily require us to alter our pedagogical approach radically 
when assisting learning-disabled students. Indeed, some recent experiences 
and research findings within special education aigue for staying with what 
we now believe is die most effective form of writing instruction — one-to- 
one peer and professional tutoring that guides students through the process 
of generating written language. Though these methods are most readily found 
in writing centers, they can be used by classroom teachers. 

During the past decade, many special education practitioners have turned 
to group learning, role-playing, and peer tutoring as appropriate techniques 
for teaching learning-disabled students reading and writing (Keller and 
Hallahan 1987, 22-24). A 1986 review of research into the effectiveness of 
peer tutoring concluded that students who have been categorized as learn- 
ing-disabled, behaviorally disordered, or mentally retarded '*experience aca- 
demic and social benefits by functioning as either a tutor or tutee" (Osguthorpe 
and Scmggs 1986, 22). It must be added that almost all of the twenty-six 
examined studies dealt with statistically measurable growth in reading, spell- 
ing, or mathematics. 

Other effective strategies for teaching composition skills to students la- 
beled as learning-disabled are oral activities, conferencing, and practice in 
writing whole discourse. Janet Lemer's special education text on learning 
disabilities, which has been through several editions, contains a develop- 
mental sequence for teaching "written expression" in which she recommends 
much interaction between pupil and teacher while employing the techniques 
of dictation, copying, and rewriting ( 198 1, 350-5 1). She concludes with this 
admonition: "Give die child many experiences in writing'' (35 1). Eva Weiner 
has argued that oral reading of student writing by both the teacher and the 
writer during conferences is the best way to overcome syntactic and gram- 
matical difficulties and to develop self-editing ability. "Formal grammar les- 
sons,'' she writes, "are less effective than the process of editing personal 
writing in making the abstractions of grammar rules meaningful" (1980, 
52). 

Through the examination of a case study, J. R. Moulton and M. S. Bader, 
two Massachusetts public school teachers, illustrate how having "language- 
disabled" students develop a piece of writing througit "manageable stages," 
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w:th peer or student-teacher conferences conducted at each stage, can im- 
prove **their ability to explore their ideas and enhance their written expres- 
sioa** (1985, 161). Prewriting began with a model, then fteewrltten notes, 
a:id then the telling of the student*s story to a classmate, who asked ques- 
tions and made suggestions. By conferencing, the teacher guided the student 
through the stages of drafting, revising, and proofreading (163-69). Another 
study, this one conducted in Arizona by Candace Bos, has examined the 
writing of "mildly handicapped"" intermediate school students whose teach- 
ers were using a process-oriented approach. Bos describes "increases ... in 
the length and structural complexity of the written pieces, the amount and 
quality of planning, and students' perceptions concerning their competence 
as writers.** Moreover, improvement is reported in "thematic maturity, vo- 
cabulary, and overall coherence and organization** (1985, 522-23). 

The reason for this brief literature review, of course, is to demonstrate 
that conferencing and process orientation are what some teachers of the learn- 
ing-disabled are concluding their students ought to have when learning com- 
position. When we couple this observation with the realizatioil that clear 
distinctions between "learning-disabled** and "normal** studer.\ts have not 
been established, we must conclude that when working with kiamii'^g-dis- 
abled students, writing instructors who make use of conferencing' should not 
change their pedagogical approach in any significant way. If a writing in- 
structor is convinced that formal grammar drill and mastery leiiming ap- 
proaches are not the most appropriate way to help developing writers, then it 
would be a mistake for that same professional to assume that those methods 
are somehow more appropriate when assisting writers identified as learn- 
ing-disabled. 

When the learning disabilities literature describes how the writing of learn- 
ing-disabled students differs from that of "normal** students, it commonly 
uses terms of degree rather than kind. Phrases like "more than** and "{greater 
difRcuIty with** and "less apt to** occur with some frequency; moreover, any 
composition or writing specialist will be struck by the familiarity of the dif- 
ficulties often directly attributed to the learning disabled. Take, for example, 
these two quotations from Moulton and Bader: 

language-disabled students ... do not spontaneously develop strate- 
gies for writing, and, consequently, their written production does not 
realize their true potential for expression. (161) 

After years of trying to write under heavy constraints, many language- 
disabled students in secondary school hurry through a writing assign- 
ment and produce the safest, shortest composition they can. (166) 
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Drop the phrase **language-disabled,*' and those utterances could have been 
made by any writing specialist discussing any student 

Consequently, a message should be published among special educaticm 
teachers and students that ccHiferencing and process-oriented writing instruc- 
ticMi offer what writers need, regardless of evaluative distinctions. Writing 
centers can also develop programs that would give students labeled as learn- 
ing-disabled an opportunity to become peer tutors for other writers. Research 
indicates that, with training, learning-disabled students who tutor demon- 
strate significant improvements in both academic performance and attitude 
(Osguthorpe and Scmggs 1986, 21). 

To conclude, writing instruction can best help students by focusing on 
discourse rather than on error. An informed approach to the development of 
writers recc-tT^.izes that writing individualizes writers and proclaims their 
uniqueness. It is the writing itself which empowers the students. And it is the 
knowledge of what writing does that empowers effective writing instruc- 
tion. By listening and guiding, rather than drilling and categorizing, skilled 
writing instructors can best help those students who have been labeled as 
learning-disabled. 
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10 Fostering Spontaneous Dialect 
Shift in the Writing of 
African- American Students 



Susanna Horn 
University of Akron 

Even the most experienced among us sometimes forget that the purpose of a 
writing conference is to support students in their endeavors to express their 
ideas clearly in writing. It is not our duty merely to aid them in producing 
"correct" papers for fjarticular writing assignments, nor is such a reduction- 
ist approach in the students' best interest. Our first and foremost aim is to 
help students concentrate on the content of their writing so that they are 
better able to write a piece that has significant meaning for themselves and 
for their readers. After that, we help students develop and demonstrate their 
linguistic competence in a way that will aid them in their efforts to become 
part of the academic community. For speakers of an African-American dia- 
lect, demonstrating linguistic competence in academic settings can mean 
taking extra time during editing to make a conscious switch from the spoken 
dialect to the written code. T\itors must remember that such competence 
already exists in many university students and that waiting until the editing 
stage before commenting on dialect concerns is imperative; once the stu- 
dent is sure about content, many dialect-associated errors are spontaneously 
eliminated from subsequent drafts. Even for those students who cannot eas- 
ily lAift to the written code, the editing that the switch requires must remain 
one of the last items of consideration. Insisting that editing be kept the final 
step in composing maintains "students* right to their own language," as utged 
by the Conference on College Composition and Communication (Commit- 
tee on CCCC Language Statement 1974), and reinforces the importance of 
teaching the language of wider communication, as Geneva Smitherman- 
Donaidson h^*^ recenriy reminded us (1987). 
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Unfortunately, the time frame of a student's writing process does not nec- 
essarily conform to the timetable of a college course, and it is not always 
possible for a writer to proceed beyond the content stage and through edit- 
ing and proofreading in time to meet a teacher's deadline. When timetables 
do not mesh, students turn in papers that may be flawed in any number of 
ways, especially in matters of correctness of grammar, spelling, or syntax. 
This problem is most frustrating when a student who hs s diligently concen- 
trated on making meaning is confronted with an instructor who is particu- 
larly reactive to performance errors, especially those errors that are typically 
associated with speakers of an African-American dialect. Such a situation 
may lead both instructors and students to focus on matters of correctness too 
soon in the writing process, often to the point of ignoring the latter matters 
of organization and development. Therefore, as professional writing center 
tutors, we must remind ourselves and our students that good writing requires 
plenty of time; a premature emphasis on the product will shut down stu- 
dents' creative, analytical, or expository thinking. By refusing to acquiesce 
to the student's ever-present desire for closure, we can help maintain the 
writer's mental momentum, and thus provide sufficient time— time to think, 
time to write, time to revise, time to edit, and perhaps time to begin again. 

I am still amazed at just how competent in writing all native speakers of 
English can become when they have sufficient time and when they are first 
given help in the areas of content and development rather than in grammar, 
syntax, and spelling, as important as those areas may be. The extent of this 
competence became strikingly clear when I did a small linguistic study of 
dialect shift between drafts written by Aftican-American students taking a 
basic writing class at the University of Akron. Since many students have 
trouble meeting the numerous demands of the written code, my initial aim 
was to count and describe the multitude of errors that I expected to find in 
their final drafts. Predictably, I found a number of distracting errors, such as 
missing or incorrect noun and verb endings, but to find enough errors to 
develop a meaningful study, I had to dig into the rough drafts and fteewritings. 
There such errors abounded. Now my question was, how did these students 
correct their errors on their final drafts? Given the tendency of our process- 
oriented basic writing teachers to ignore errors so early in the term, and 
given the collaborative nature of our basic writing program, I felt that I could 
only attribute such a noteble decline in errors to spontaneous, collaborative 
learning and/or to individual language competency, rather than to the teach- 
ers' intervention or insistence upon correctness. 



Fostering Dialect Shift in Africar.'Amvrican Students 



105 



My findings reinfwced my intuition that the si;:Hents whom we see in our 
midwestem university writing center are intelligent adults who are quite con- 
scious that the dialect of the classroom and of writing is fairly close to the 
dialect that they hear spoken on the evening news. These students are expert 
at switching styles when appropriate, for they will often say to a teacher a 
sentence such as, **My sister is very inconsiderate,** and then promptly make 
an aside to a classmate such as, "She don't be doing no work; she alway be 
leavin' it for me." Such students are capable of correcting many of their own 
errors z/such errors are ignored until the appropriate stage of writing, which 
is editing. 

When tliey have time, in fact, students often correct their own writing in 
remarkable ways. The following examples of spontaneous dialect shift show 
what typical basic writers can do. These students worked on content in col- 
laboration groups in class, or with a tutor in the writing center; they were not 
specifically pushed to correct their grammar. Though the papers are far from 
perfect, there are significant increase-s in correct verb forms. Bear in mind 
that the changes shown here were student initiated; teachers were not insist- 
ing upon correctness at this early point in the semester. 

Tony's focused freewriting about his fight with a friend was less than a 
page long, disappointingly short. By tl. time he wrote his final draft, how- 
ever, he had good control of his sentences and verb forms. In his focused 
freewriting Tony wrote: 

I saw red and just clocked-out and commence to beating, beating up 
my teammate who was my friend. After the fight a funny thing hap- 
pen, we both apologized and went on as if nothing had happen. 

The rough draft was more elaborated and somewhat corrected: 

I saw red and just clocked-out and commence to beating up my close 
friend who was also a teammate. Usually if two friends fought like 
we did they no longer would be friends. After our fight a fiinny thing 
happened we both apologized and went on as if nothing had ever 
happened. 

The final draft was 50 percent longer than the rough draft and showed Tony's 
awareness of the greater demands required in a "public" copy of his work, 
including proper endings on newl> added verbs: 

I saw red and just clocked-out and commenced to beating up my 
close ft lend, who was ^iso a teammate of mine. Some giris on the 
girls track team star'. :d yelling for the other boys and the coach to 
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break up the fight. Dunn, another friend and teammate of ours, was 
just standing there watching in shock, as we threw and punched each 
other around like animals. After the fight I was confused about it. I 
knew I really started the fight, b^'t why? Sam was confused as to how 
the fight started also. Usually if two friends fought like we did they 
would no longer be friends. After our fight a unusual thing haj^ned. 
We both apologized to each other and went on as if nothing had ever 
happened. 

Through a process of collaboration and rewriting, Tony's paper grew from 
two sentences with five -ed verbs (three lacking endings) to nine sentences 
with eleven -ed verbs, all complete with endings. He did not have a textbook 
with verb tense exercises; he did not have a checklist of features to edit; and 
he did not receive directions from a teacher or tutor to reread for correct verb 
forms. The exclusive focus of attention by all readers and collaborators was 
on telling the story, elaborating meaning. Somehow during the process, Tony 
recognized his need to switch to the written code, and he produced prose of 
almost perfect correctness, without a single verb form error. 

Successive drafts by another student show cleariy that her struggle was 
with her dialect rather than with her knowledge of verb forms. Rita wrote 
about how the good manners of the children of some friends have influ- 
enced her children to improve their manners. She revised her own rough 
draft so thoroughly that in places it was difficult to follow, amid all the num- 
bers, scratched out lines, and additions. For better or for worse, her changes 
cleariy reveal what she deemed appropriate in a final draft for a college 
course. In her rough draft Rita quotes her children: 

**Mom, those kids alway [crossed out] just be trying to fake you out. 
They're are not that nice.'* 

The fmal draft reac-i: 

"Mom, those kids are trying to fake you out, they're not that nice." 

Later in the rough draft Rita writes: 

"Oh that why they come to spend the nite with us all the time, you be 
trying to give us one of those sub bliminal messages . . .'^ 

In the final draft Rita has her children say: 
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**That's why they spend the night with us all the time. You must be 
trying to give us one of those suWiminal messages . . 

Either Rita did not understand that quotations need not be grammatical, or 
she simply could not bear to have her children use anything other than Stan- 
dard English in her paper for a university course. Whatever the case, Rita's 
choice to shift the dialect of her children's comments demonstrates that she, 
like many bidialectal students, is quite capable of making conscious choices 
about her writing style. Neither Tony nor Rita needed a professional editor. 
They just needed to be given the time to incorporate their existing knowl- 
edge of the written code into their writing. 

Unfortunately, there is another side to the story. We often see students 
whose own concern with correctness has seemingly blocked their ability to 
write meaningfully. Sometimes even well-intentioned instructors can inad- 
vertently cause a student to pay attention to verb forms too soon. For ex- 
ample, Shawanda was taking the writing-about-literature semester of En- 
glish composition. Her instructor had commented on the content of four 
successive drafts, and Shawanda dutifully changed and/or improved each 
one. However, she either forgot or simply did not take the time to edit her 
paper and received a grade of D on the final version because of incorrect 
regular past-tense and third-person-singular present-tense verbs. Later, in 
the Writing Center, a tutor patiently went through the paper with the desper- 
ate student, sentence by sentence, and reassured her that she did indeed know 
English and merely had to catch her errors before turning in a final paper — 
so far, so good. 

However, as Shawanda was writing her next paper, she misinterpreted 
the tutor's encouragement Because of her failure in her first paper, Shawanda 
was eager to demonstrate her competence in the written code and became 
unwilling to postpone editing her work until after she had established her 
meaning. On Shawanda 's next paper the s and -ed endings were all prop- 
erly included; however, meaning had fallen victim to correctness. Simply 
put, her sentences often did not make sense in regard to the play that she was 
discussing, so she needed to go back to "say what you mean; worry about 
correctness later." Shawanda began again. 

Interestingly, although this disappointing paper had all the -ed and -mend- 
ings written in the right places, Shawanda dropped every one of them as she 
concentrated on content while reading the paper aloud to me, thus reinforc- 
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ing the long-held sociolinguistic contention that, for a speaker, meaning re- 
sides in the native dialect. I am particularly encouraged when students use 
their native dialect as they explain to me what they want to say on paper; it 
not only shows me that they trust me not to censor their speech, but, more 
importantly, it indicates that they are actively making meaning for them- 
selves. As teachers and tutors, we must not gag the natural, outer manifesta- 
tion of the students' "inner speech" before they have a chance to figure out 
what they want to say. We can always work on the fine points of Standard 
English later, after meaning has been established, even if the student must 
ask the teacher for a deadline extension to do so. 

When the time to edit d^es arrive, both bidialectal students and those 
who cannot yet easily switch to the standard form benefit far more from 
learning an editing process than from getting their papers "corrected" in the 
Writing Center. Teaching students how to find and correct their own errors 
by having them read aloud again and again and again takes a few concen- 
trated sessions, but affords students an invaluable way of looking at their 
own work. For example, when reading his or her paper aloud to a tutor, a 
student will often add standard word endings which do not appear in the 
manuscript. When such a student is readj to attend to error, it is the tutor's 
job to remind the student that he or she is speaking the correct forms, but 
that these forms do not appear on the paper. It is then helpful for the tutor to 
require the student to read aloud again, pointing out the specific omissions 
or additions only when the student cannot readily do so. Those students v/ho 
continue to omit endings both on paper and when reading aloud can be reas- 
sured that even the most educated among us often slur or drop endings when 
speaking and that all speakers of English must remember to add -s or -ed to 
our nouns and verbs when we write, no matter what we actually voice in 
conversation. Almost paradoxically, the tutor helps students train their ears 
to hear the very endings that are so often dropped in speech. This approach 
draws upon students' awareness of mass-media speech and familiarity with 
print, thus giving them a base from which to continue developing mastery of 
the written code. (For a detailed account of a well-known study using a 
similar technique, see David Bartholomae 1980.) 

Closer to home, my colleague Gayle Irish did a training study with six 
students at the University of Akron and Kent State University. Her objective 
was "to discover a technique that would allow all students to correct at least 
50% of their errors by drawing on the knowledge that they already possess" 
(1984, 227). After focusing on the higher-order concern of achieving clarity, 
students were spontaneously able to correct 24 percent of their errors while 
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reading their papers aloud for the first time. After three sessions of training, 
some students were able to correct 60 to 80 percent of such errors. Thus the 
results of bringing students' own linguistic competence to their attention has 
nearly miraculous results for those students who are ready and willing. For- 
tunately, what at first appears to be a slow, time-consuming tutoring session 
may well be among the most time-efficient teaching that a tutor can do, for 
such an approach gives writers an all-important confidence in their ability to 
think and to manipulate their native language. 

Whether our bidialectal students are dealing with still-incomplete papers 
or grappling with editing concerns, patience is imperative. We must first 
allow students the time to discover what it is they want to say and then 
encourage them to express their ideas, free from the constraints of "correct 
English." The Task Force on Curriculum Design and Construction of the 
Center for Black Studies reminds us that "standard English should be viewed 
as a tool to aid in the attainment of particular goals and that both standard 
English and Black English can be part of one's language system"" (Simkins 
198 1, 320). If the tutor is respectfully slow to make corrections, students can 
maintain their own social dialect and still learn the written code of the acad- 
emy. If not pressured too soon, students may edit their work even more 
spontaneously than any of us have imagined. 

Writing Center staff members are as bewildered as Geneva Smitherman- 
Donaldson regarding how students actually learn the complex skill of code 
switching (Smitherman-Donaldson and Van Dijk 1988, 169), but if we are 
alert to the needs and talents of each writer, we may find that we often can 
open our minds, close our handbooks, and have faith in the intelligence and 
linguistic competence of the students whom we encourage. Our job is to 
allow students to become better writers, not merely to produce better writ- 
ing. 
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11 Writing Problems 
beyond the Classroom : 
The Confidence Problem 



Paula M. Oye 

Michigan Technological University 

It is often easy for the composition teacher to spot the very good and the 
very poor students in a class. Good students write articulate, polished papers 
and lead class discussions with perceptive, pithy comments. Poor students 
may barely be able to write coherent sentences, much less readable papers, 
and have difficulty answering even direct questions. The instructor can en- 
courage prize pupils and earmark those who are in obvious trouble for indi- 
vidual help with basic writing skills, but there is a large group of students 
whose problems often go unattended in the classroom and who, consequently, 
never have the opportunity to realize their potential as writers. 

These B-minus or C-level students spend the term on the edge of the 
instructor's perception, writing competent but dull or superficial papers in 
an undistinguished style, giving only adequate answers to direct questions, 
and rarely contributing voluntarily to class discussion. They may give the 
impression of being indifferent, lazy, or even mildly hostile to being asked 
to study English, or they may simply seem shy and overwhelmed in the 
classroom. But they are not failing; they will get by. Even if the teacher 
should notice that some of these wallflower students have the potential to 
blossom into really good writers, there is little time or opportunity for the 
classroom instructor to give them the prolonged and concentrated individual 
attention that they need to overcome their reticence and develop their writ- 
ing skills. As David Taylor mentions in chapter 2, content skills and attitude 
are inextricably bound. My writing center colleagues and I have found that 
the writing conference provides the informal atmosphere, personal atten- 
tion, and opportunity to form working relationships based on trust, which 
these students need in order to develop a confidence reflected both in their 
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writing and in their classroom participation. TTiey need this confidence to 
cope with the uncertainty, the increased effort, and the need for self-regula- 
tion that characterize the higher-level thinking skills that they must utilize in 
college-level writing courses. The following case study is an example of the 
Cinderella-like growth that students can achieve. Not all people make such 
dramatic progress, but most show the same pattern of improvement as a 
result of their one-to-one work with experienced tutors. 

An eighteen-year-old first-year chemical engineering student, whom I 
will call Diane, was assigned to me during the fourth week of the ten-week 
fall quarter. Her composition instructor, who had referred her to the Writing 
Lab, told me that Diane needed help in focusing and developing her papers, 
but that she seemed reticent and suspicious of the teacher's suggestions. As 
Taylor points out, trust and empathy can play key roles in intellectual devel- 
opment. Diane's instructor felt that she might be more receptive to assis- 
tance from someone who was not such an obvious authority figure. 

Diane shuffled into the lab for her appointment, wearing jeans and a letter 
jacket from a local high school. Her responses were polite but barely audible 
as she gave me her address and phone number for her student file. She did 
not volunteer any infoimation, and my attempts at conversation were met 
with courteous but brief responses. When I asked hei what she thought were 
her biggest problems with writing, she pushed a partly written paper over to 
me, shrugged, and, without looking up, said, "I don't know. I never did very 
good in English. It's hard to think of enough to write about. I guess I just 
can't write." The paper in front of me, a half-finished description of her high 
school cross-country coach, showed that Diane's low opinion of her ability 
was an exaggeration. The following excerpt of the first draft illustrates the 
tone and style of the piece: 

The one person who has made the strongest impression on me is 
my high school cross country coach. Mr. Ame Henderson. He was a 
tall man with long legs. He was built like a runner. At first glance he 
looked kind of intimidating, but this wasn*t true. 

You could tell he loved to coach. He was concerned about any- 
thing that bothered you. If you ever had complaint about a teammate 
or a workout he wanted to hear about it, and if you had a problem 
outside of mnning, his door was always open if you wanted to talk. 

Grammar, mechanics, and syntax, while not perfect, were passable, but 
the paper lacked detail and a strong voice. She had written a tight, sterile 
description: the coach was a two-dimensional figure who needed to be fleshed 
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out by accounts of her experiences with him, character-revealing detaQs, 
and a dominant impression. Diane needed to put herself into the paper. 

This plain, objective style is often found in the writing of the engineering 
and technology students who come to the writing center. Since most of them 
read very little except their textbooks, tiey are exposed primarily to a direct, 
factual writing style. In addition, many of these students see no point in 
**flowery" writing, an attitude that has led them into confrontations with 
English teachers throughout high school. Diane was no exception, and it 
seemed that her perscmality only reinforced these no-nonsense views. Her 
clothing, short-cropped hair, straightforward and unadorned speech, and per- 
sonal reserve indicated that she was as direct and practical as her writing. 
The problem was to get her to trust me enough to relate some of the personal 
details that would help her paper, but I felt that an attempt at instant camara- 
derie would only earn her contempt. 

Coincidentally, Diane and I lived only a few blocks from each other, and 
my daughter had just started to attend Diane's old high school. I mentioned 
that my daughter might profit from some pointers on which teachers to avoid 
and what to expect from the track coach. Diane responded. I was no longer 
an alien — I was a real person who knew the neighborhood and had a child in 
her school. She began to tell me some of her experiences with her coach, 
and I suggested that she include them in her paper as support for her general 
statements. If she could tell me about her coach so well, I said, she could 
surely write down what she had said. Diane seemed skeptical, but we spent 
the rest of the session writing a list of details. Over the next two weeks and 
two more drafts, she was able to think of more and more detail to add, and a 
dominant impression developed, as the opening paragraphs of her final draft 
illustrate: 

There are many people in my life that have made strong impres- 
sions on me: my teachers, parents, and friends, but one person seems 
to stick out in my mind, my high school cross country coach, Mr. 
Ame Henderson. 

He was a tall man, with long muscular legs and a lean body. He 
was built like a runner. At first glance, he looked kind of intimidating, 
because he was so tall and he seemed like the sober type, but this 
wasn't true. He was slow to anger, and he was always quick to smile 
or offer a word of encouragement. 

We had little time to work on style or mechanics, but the paper came back 
with a grade of B and a compliment from her instructor on the effective use 
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of detail. When Diane saw that my suggestions had paid c ff and that she 
could actually produce what the teacher wanted, her confidence in herself 
and in me began, very slowly, to increase. 

The next class assignment was to write a narrative of a personal experi- 
ence. When Diane brought in her first draft, it seemed as if our efforts on the 
last paper had been useless. The writing was as terse and dry as the first draft 
of the first paper had been. Although she responded much moie readily and 
easily to my attempts to elicit detail, she had not been able to add the rel- 
evant detail on her own. In addition, the story, an account of cutting a class 
and being seen by her teacher, lacked a purpose and climax, and suggestions 
from both her instructor and me that she change her topic failed to sway her. 
I had her tell me the story several times, hoping to find some of the missing 
narrative detail and suspense. How had she felt when she was discovered? 
What had her teacher said? How had he looked? But her recollections were 
vague, and if she had any emotional reaction, she was reluctant to reveal it. 

Diane worked hard, revising the paper several times, but when the paper 
came back with a grade of C, she was dejected. I saw her confidence fading 
and feared that she would give up on the writing center. Moreover, I was 
troubled that she evidently had been unable to apply any of the techniques 
that I assumed jhe had learned from her first paper. She had merely ac- 
cepted my suggestions without having learned the principles behind them. I 
felt that I had fallen into the same trap, mentioned by Mary King in chapter 
7, to which literature instructors, among others, succumb: doing all the analy- 
sis, directing too much, and failing to teach anything at all 

When I saw Diane's name on my winter quarter schedule, I was relieved. 
She had not given up. Most composition teachers at our university devote 
the second quarter to the research paper. Diane was to choose for a research 
project an issue prominent in the decade following her birth and then write a 
series of three increasingly closely focused papers on the issue. Since the 
information gathering is the responsibility of the student, often a tutor can 
do little but offer encouragement and guidance during the early phases of 
the research. Would Diane be motivated enough to do a thorough job of 
reseai * without any direction? Furthermore, the paper was to be more than 
a report; it was to be a personal interpretation of the issue. Now she would 
have to express and support an opinion. Would she be willing to take a per- 
sonal stand? I wondered, before our first appointment, whether I would have 
to try to gain her trust all over again. But when she came in and pulled out 
the rough draft of her first assignment, she greeted me, if not like an old 
friend, at least as an acquaintance. 
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I read the following introduction to the paper: 

Nineteen sixty three was an exciting time to live. Women ^vere 
becoming more daring and outgoing, children were defying the moral 
codes of their parents, and blacks were campaigning vigorously for 
their civil rights. To sum it up briefly, 1963 was a year filled with 
rebellion, it was a period of great social change and disorder. 

Here was a new problem. Her thesis statement was broad enough to include 
all the information that she had gathered about the 1960s, but it was so vague 
that it could not be properly developed. She admitted that she had bee*^ un- 
certain of what she wanted to say. Besides, she said, as she pointed to a note 
from her instructor suggesting that she might focus on the women *s move- 
ment for her major research topic, her real interest was the civil rights move- 
ment. I was surprised. Diane had known all along the topic on which she 
wanted to focus. It seemed her faith in herself was improving: she had com- 
mitted herself to declaring an interest, and had been confident enough to let 
me know that she disagreed with the direction in which she felt her instruc- 
tor was steering her. But she still lacked enough self-assurance to talk with 
her teacher. I acted as a go-between, a role often filled by tutors, explaining 
to the instructor that Diane wanted to focus on the civil rights movement, 
and explaining to Diane that her teacher *s suggestion had not been an at- 
tempt to influence her choice of topic. 

In the process of organizing her research papers, Diane and I talked far 
more than we had before. I could remember the civil rights marches and 
Martin Luther King, Jn **Were the magazine articles true?" she wanted to 
know. "What did King sound like when he spoke? Did the police really use 
attack dogs?" Her interest and curiosity had shifted the balance of conversa- 
tion between us: she was now talking more than I. Sarah Warshauer Freed- 
man and Anne Marie Katz (19S7) have noted that changes such as this in the 
conference dialogue indicate that students are becoming more assertive and 
using the conference to address their needs. In these exchanges, I learned 
about Diane*s beliefs and principles. She, in turn, was uncovering so much 
new information in her research that she seemed to want to sift and organize 
it by talking to someone. We did very little writing during our sessions. In- 
stead, Diane came in with stacks of notes, quoted passages, and sections of 
partially written drafts, and we tried to put together a clear picture of the 
causes and dynamics of the civil rights movement. She still needed a spe- 
cific thesis for her paper, but I hop: d that by helping her make connections 
among all the isolated pieces of information, I could encourage her to de- 
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velop the thesis by herself. I did not want to repeat my mistake of being too 
directive. 

Diane came in one day with a nearly completed draft of the second phase 
of the research paper, an overview of the civil rights movement during the 
1960s. The paper asserted that during these years blacks had common goals 
but advocated different methods of achieving them. I had not seen this draft 
in progress and, upon reading it, was pleasantly surprised. It was organized, 
focused, and well-suppoited, and Diane had written it on her own. 

But there was another change. As well as representing an advance in 
higher-order skills, this paper showed that in the course of our conferences, 
Diane, like the students whom Susanna Horn mentions in chapter 10, had 
increased her mastery of lower-order skills. Comparing this paper with ex- 
amples of her writing from the early fall term, I found that the current paper's 
vocabulary and writing style were mature and that the sentence structure 
was more varied and interesting. This advancement in skill was not an obvi- 
ous result of our work in the writing center, for we only occasionally had 
time to polish her style. Then I remembered that Diane herself had begun to 
direct my attention to problem areas in her papers. "I know this sentence is 
really bad," she would say. Or, 'There isn't a very good transition here. 
What can I do?" She had become aware of what good writing was and, most 
important, had decided that her own work had possibilities. Two terms of 
classroom instruction and the comments of her peer writing group, plus the 
exposure to professional writing that she had experienced from doing her 
research, undoubtedly contributed to this awareness. But the practice in ex- 
pressing ideas verbally, which she rarely did in class, and the opportunity in 
a pressure-free environment to hear me say, "I don't follow you— explain it 
again," without her becoming embarrassed before a group, helped Diane 
spot her own weaknesses and move beyond the novice stage toward that of 
a competent practitioner. 

Diane's second paper came back with the instructor's warning, "You are 
on the verge of writing a report. Be sure you have a thesis that is arguable." 
The final phase of the research project was to be a sharply focused paper 
interpreting one specific area or event. Diane could no longer avoid com- 
mitting herself to an assertion. She returned to an event that especially fasci- 
nated her: the Birmingham riots of 1963. "Why," she asked, "had blacks 
been so viciously attacked during a peaceful demonstration? What were the 
causes for the blacks' discontent and the whites' violent reaction?" Her re- 
search was done; she now had to interpret and develop her argument. Again, 
I wanted to avoid being too directive, but my caution proved unnecessary. 
Diane had become so involved in trying to unravel the causes of the Bir- 
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mingham riots that she had a concrete thesis statement and a partially com- 
pleted draft by the time she came to our next session. We talked about higher- 
order issues, such as the direction of the rest of the paper, the necessity for 
factual support, and the importance of an effective conclusion, but since the 
paper was due socMi, Diane would have to write the final draft alone. 

She stopf)ed by at the end of the quarter to show me the graded final 
paper, trying to be casual, but obviously proud of the A and the instructor's 
comment, 'This is a good essay, Diane. All the thinking paid off." Diane's 
introduction to the final draft shows that her thinking had indeed produced 
noticeable results: 

Nineteen sixty three was the beginning of the Civil Rights Move- 
ment. The weeks of rioting in Birmingriam in May of 1963 made the 
whites stand up and take notice of the Negroes' demands for equality. 
. . . The rioting in Bimiingham was unparalleled by any other Negro 
demonstrations. Although the Negroes' demonstration was blamed 
for the rioting, the revolt was caused by white provocation, the Negro 
frustration due to the lack of progress in school desegregation, and 
Negro Civil Rights in general. 

During the quarter, I had given Diane little help with actually putting words 
on paper. We had exchanged ideas, expressed opinions, made connections. I 
had become tougher with her, pressing her to find support for her ideas and 
forcing her to clarify her thoughts. I had played devil's advocate many times. 
But Diane had met my challenges instead of withdrawing; she had learned 
to believe in herself and in me enough to decide when to defend her writing 
and when to alter it. She had made a commitment to her position on this 
issue, giving support to A. L. Brown's observation, "Deep understanding is 
most likely to occur when students are required to explain, elaborate, or 
defend their positions to others" (1988, 316). Diane had become more self- 
directed, and almost spontaneously her writing had improved. 

The full impact of Diane's progress struck me one morning during the 
spring term when Diane, in jeans and letter jacket, bustled in purposefully, 
opened her notebook, and took out a handful of papers. "I'm writing a paper 
about this story, 'The Man Who Was Almost a Man.' I have a thesis, but it's 
not clear enough, and I'm having trouble with the introduction. I'm telling 
too much of the story. We can work on the thesis first." TTie same student, 
six months before, had said, "I guess I just can't write." She still needed 
help: her ideas sometimes needed to be focused and articulated, and her 
writing style tended to be a little choppy. However, she was now aware of 
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the process that she followed in writing a paper, and she could develop her 
ideas independently, confident of having something worthwhile to say. 

Working with literature is often very difficult for engineering students, 
and I had wondered whether Diane would do as well in the spring quarter, 
but she was full of assurance. Her improved organizational and analytical 
skills are shown by the complex theses she formulated for her two major 
papers that term: 

Iti Richard Wright^s stoiy, *The Man Who Was Almost a Man", a 
young boy, named Dave, more than anything in the whole world 
wanted to be treated like an adult; he wanted to be a man. Dave asso- 
ciated adulthood with power and thus thought that a gun would give 
him power to be an adult. What Dave didn't realize was that he would 
have a hard time being treated like an adult in his community, be- 
cause of where he was bom, how his friends and especially his par- 
ents saw him, and because of his distorted view of adulthood. 

In Joseph Heller's novel. Catch 22, the total insanity of the war is 
portrayed by the words and actions of the characters involved. Thrown 
into a totally insane situation such as a war, people react very differ- 
ently to the stress that they encounter. Nately was willing to die for 
his country, while Milo would do anything if there was a profit to be 
made, and Yossarian was willing to defend his country but only up to 
a certain point. The basic principles of the men may vary, but they all 
did what they thought was right in an effort to cope with the insanity 
of war. 

Diane supported both theses logically and coherently, demonstrating her in- 
creasing expertise. She now used me as a sounding board, checking already 
developed concepts against my critical judgment instead of waiting for my 
direction. This newfound confidence and enthusiasm were reflected in her 
classroom behavior. Her instructor, whom Diane had been fortunate enough 
to keep for all three quarters of the composition course, reported that Diane 
now actively contributed to class discussions and often took the lead in com- 
menting on the papers of other students in her writing group. Diane, in turn, 
was more enthusiastic about both her class and her teacher. Instead of the 
occasional references to "what ►s/z^ wants," Diane now told me, "My teacher's 
pretty good. We get along all right." 

Not all the credit for Diane's progress can go to our writing conferences, 
of course. Diane was a serious student, eager to please and open to sugges- 
tions despite her reticence; and she had a conscientious, concerned instruc- 
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tor who was always accessible to both Diane and me. Not all students make 
so much progress, even under the best of circumstances. Nearly all of them, 
however, agree that the writing conferences and the Writing Lab help them 
feel more comfortable and confident about their writing. This increased cotx- 
fidence is sometimes translated into better grades, but it is always translated 
into a feeling of personal accomplishment. 
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— Ihe essays in this collection explore how writing 
conferences that depart from traditional teacher-student 
relationships can foster higher-order thinking skills. The 
contributors describe writing conferences in which students 
adopt the role of novice writers seeking advice from 
teacher-"experts." The student novices control the content of 
these cooperative conversations by proposing topics for 
discussion. Teachers then encourage students to pursue their 
ideas by analyzing the development of the students' ideas 
and offering information and guidance on request. By 
providing insight into nontraditional writing settings, 
Dynamics of the Writing Conference illustrates how college 
composition teachers can promote an exchange of ideas 
with their students and help them achieve independence in 
their writing. 
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